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Introduction 

The  death  knell  of  communist  rule,  which  has  now  ended  in  all 
European  countries,  was  sounded  not  by  nuclear  weapons,  nor  even 
for  the  most  part  by  the  use  of  military  force,  but  by  civil  resistance. 
In  the  last  quarter  of  1989,  "people  power"  in  various  forms — gener¬ 
ally  nonviolent  in  character — played  a  significant  part  in  undermining 
communist  regimes  in  several  central  and  eastern  European  coun¬ 
tries;1  in  1990-91  it  played  a  major  role  in  the  campaigns  in  the  Baltic 
states  to  assert  their  independence  from  the  Soviet  Union;  and  in 
August  1991  it  was  a  key  factor  in  the  defeat  of  the  attempted  putsch 
in  the  Soviet  Union,  thus  contributing  decisively  to  the  undermining 
of  communist  power  there  as  well. 

The  events  in  eastern  Europe  and  the  Soviet  Union  in  1989-91  had 
remarkable  similarities.  There  were  crowds  in  the  streets  demonstrat¬ 
ing,  almost  always  with  restraint,  sometimes  with  wit  and  humor; 
nervous  communist  regimes  which  showed  themselves  incapable  of 
rallying  serious  public  support;  attempts  to  create  transitional  regimes 
which  failed  to  satisfy  the  public's  demand  for  change;  and,  sooner  or 
later,  either  an  open  transfer  of  power,  or  at  least  a  public  admission 
that  there  had  to  be  an  abandonment  of  the  existing  one-party  system. 
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Constitutional  guarantees  of  the  primacy  of  ruling  communist  parties 
were  abolished.  If  violence  was  used,  it  was  typically  by  the  security 
forces,  as  in  Prague  on  November  17,  1989,  at  Timisoara  in  Romania 
a  month  later,  and  in  the  Soviet  Union  in  August  1991:  such  episodes 
generally  made  things  worse  for  their  perpetrators.  The  whole  chain 
of  events  in  eastern  Europe  and  the  Soviet  Union  could  be  seen  as  a 
triumph  of  civil  resistance,  validating  the  proposition  that  all  govern¬ 
ment,  even  totalitarian  government,  is  based  on  the  consent  and  coop¬ 
eration  of  the  ruled:  take  that  away,  and  the  regime  must  collapse. 

Although  in  most  of  these  cases  the  popular  action  was  over¬ 
whelmingly  nonviolent,  this  was  not  universally  so.  There  was  vio¬ 
lence  on  both  sides  in  Romania  in  1989-90;  in  several  republics  of  the 
Soviet  Union  since  at  least  1989;  and  in  Yugoslavia  in  1991,  where  the 
much-feared  specter  of  civil  war  reappeared  with  a  vengeance. 
Against  this  somber  background  it  is  difficult  to  assert  that  there  is  a 
general  trend  towards  nonviolent  means  of  political  struggle.  What 
can  be  asserted  is  that  nonviolent  methods  have  a  greater  importance 
than  has  been  allowed  for  in  many  philosophies,  whether  of  Left  or  of 
Right. 

Clearly,  the  changes  in  the  communist  world  in  1989-91  have 
been  something  more  than  a  simple  process  of  political  change  within 
states:  they  have  also  transformed  international  relations.  Reports  of 
the  end  of  history,  and  claims  that  there  is  a  new  world  order,  are 
premature.  However,  the  end  of  the  Warsaw  Pact,  of  the  Soviet  em¬ 
pire,  of  Soviet  totalitarianism,  and  indeed  of  the  Soviet  Union  itself, 
are  undeniably  major  events.  So  is  the  unification  of  Germany, 
achieved  on  October  3, 1990;  and  the  advent  of  three  former  republics 
of  the  USSR  (Estonia,  Latvia,  and  Lithuania)  to  membership  in  the 
United  Nations  in  September  1991. 

In  November  1989,  as  the  pace  of  change  in  eastern  Europe  was 
gaining  momentum,  Zbigniew  Brzezinski  was  asked  "Are  there  his¬ 
torical  events  to  which  you  can  liken  this  in  significance?"  He  replied: 

The  only  thing  that  comes  close  to  it  is  the  defeat  of  Nazism 
in  World  War  II.  That  defeat  was  by  force  of  arms.  This  defeat 
was  by  force  of  ideas  and  political  resistance.2 


The  revolutions  in  eastern  Europe  and  the  Soviet  Union  have  been 
widely,  and  in  all  respects  but  one  quite  correctly,  seen  as  confirming 
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rather  than  challenging  the  kinds  of  political  values  and  systems 
familiar  in  the  West.  They  were,  unusually,  revolutions  in  favor  of  an 
existing  type  of  political  system,  rather  than  in  favor  of  a  future- 
oriented  abstraction.  Among  other  things,  they  were  for  multiparty 
democratic  elections,  which  duly  took  place  in  most  eastern  European 
countries  in  1990,  Timothy  Garton  Ash  has  said  that  the  east  European 
revolutions  presented  us  with  no  fundamentally  new  ideas,  but  "of¬ 
fered  us  ...  a  restatement  of  the  value  of  what  we  already  have,  of  old 
truths  and  tested  models,  of  the  three  essentials  of  liberal  democracy 
and  the  European  Community  as  the  one  and  only,  real  existing 
common  European  home."3 

Yet  the  view  of  these  revolutions  as  a  simple  case  of  the  triumph 
of  Western  over  Soviet  ideas  is  too  simple.  These  revolutions — not  so 
much  by  their  ends,  but  rather  by  their  means — may  after  all  offer 
something  worthy  of  more  general  scrutiny.  As  Timothy  Garton  Ash 
himself  shows,  they  were  characterized  not  just  by  a  revival  of  the  idea 
of  civil  society,  but  also  by  extensive  use  of  civil  resistance.  Indeed, 
these  events  call  for  fundamental  rethinking  of  many  long-held  ideas 
about  how  political  change  occurs.  As  Steven  Lukes  has  written: 

The  theory  of  revolutionary  change  needs  drastic  attention  in 
the  face  of  the  democratic  revolutions  of  Eastern  Europe: 
revolutions  occurred  without  war  between  states  or  within 
them  (apart  from  Rumania),  without  fanaticism  or  van¬ 
guards,  undertaken  in  a  self-limiting  manner  for  goals  that 
were  limited  and  procedural  rather  than  global  and  visionary. 

In  general,  the  social  scientists  studying  communist  regimes 
should  perhaps  reflect  on  their  collective  failure  to  foresee 
even  the  possibility  of  most  of  what  occurred.  Perhaps  that 
failure  has  something  to  do  with  their  virtually  total  neglect  of 
the  moral  dimension  of  political  life.4 

The  press  and  public  discussion  in  the  West  of  these  events  has 
not  included  a  great  deal  of  consideration  of  these  cases  as  examples 
of  civil  resistance  indicating  the  great  political  potential  of  the  tech¬ 
nique  and  its  significance  for  international  relations.  Two  good  rea¬ 
sons  for  this  deserve  mention. 

The  first  reason  for  the  low-key  nature  of  the  response  to  the 
impressive  achievements  of  civil  resistance  in  1989-91  is  the  legacy  of 
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so-called  realist  doctrines.  For  almost  two  generations  now,  Western 
thinking  about  politics  and  international  relations  has  been  deeply 
influenced  by  the  realist  school,  with  its  insistence  that  power,  includ¬ 
ing  the  capacity  for  violence,  is  a  key  factor  which  statesmen,  and 
indeed  academic  writers  in  the  field,  neglect  at  their  peril.  This  ap¬ 
proach  has  been  intellectually  impressive  and  politically  influential. 
Many  governments  have  justified  devoting  huge  resources  to  defense 
and  deterrence  by  reference  to  one  or  another  aspect  of  realist  think¬ 
ing.  Against  this  background,  it  was  always  unlikely  that  there  would 
be  a  rush  to  embrace  civil  resistance  (however  successful  it  may  have 
been  in  transforming  some  communist  societies)  as  the  solution  for  all 
problems. 

A  second  reason  is  that  the  picture  of  a  pure  case  of  civil  resistance 
leading  to  victory  over  totalitarian  regimes  is  too  simple.  It  ignores  the 
circumstances  in  which  these  revolutions  happened,  the  complexity  of 
events  as  they  unfolded,  and  in  particular  the  subtle  connections 
between  factors  of  power  (including  military  power)  on  the  one  hand, 
and  the  achievements  of  civil  resistance  on  the  other. 

The  evidence  is  not  yet  all  available.  If  1989  was  the  year  of 
revolutions,  the  1990s  will  be  a  decade  of  revelations  about  the  whole 
period  of  communist  rule  in  eastern  Europe  and  the  Soviet  Union. 
These  revelations  will  certainly  throw  light  on  the  precise  chain  of 
events,  internal  and  international,  that  led  to  the  loss  of  confidence  of 
the  communist  elites  and  the  subsequent  collapse  of  communist 
power. 

Three  main  questions  can  at  least  be  asked  now,  even  if  the 
answers  may  sometimes  be  provisional: 

1.  Can  the  changes  in  eastern  Europe  and  the  Soviet  Union 
in  1989-91  be  ascribed  to  pressures  from  below,  including 
civil  resistance?  Or  were  they  mainly  due  to  changes  from 
above  that  began  with  Gorbachev's  advent  to  power  in 
1985? 

2.  What  were  the  domestic  and  international  circumstances 
that  enabled  nonviolent  struggle  to  take  place  on  so  wide 
a  scale,  and  to  be  apparently  effective?  Why  was  change 
almost  completely  peaceful  in  some  countries,  and  very 
violent  in  others? 
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3.  What  lessons  can  be  learned  from  the  events  of  1989-91 
about  the  uses  of  civil  resistance  in  international  politics? 


Civil  Resistance 

The  term  civil  resistance  denotes  a  movement  that  is  peaceful  (i.e., 
nonviolent)  in  character,  and  it  sometimes  implies  that  the 
movement's  goals  are  civil  in  the  sense  of  being  widely  shared  in  a 
society.  In  various  forms,  civil  resistance  is  found  throughout  history.5 
Demonstrations,  strikes,  sit-ins,  and  other  such  methods  are  no  recent 
invention  and  have  been  used  in  many  conflicts  in  this  century.  Meth¬ 
ods  that  do  not  involve  the  violent  infliction  of  physical  harm,  even  in 
cases  where  the  adversary  is  predisposed  to  use  violence,  have  been 
used  in  many  struggles:  against  colonialism,  foreign  occupations, 
military  coups  d'etat,  dictatorial  regimes,  and  racial  or  sexual  dis¬ 
crimination.  Often  the  reasons  for  the  avoidance  of  violence  are  re¬ 
lated  to  the  context  rather  than  to  any  absolute  ethical  principle:  they 
spring  from  a  society's  traditions  of  political  action,  from  its  experi¬ 
ence  of  war  and  violence,  or  from  calculations  about  the  improbability 
of  achieving  success  by  violent  means. 

As  far  as  academic  and  political  discussion  of  its  possibilities  is 
concerned,  the  whole  subject  of  civil  resistance  has  often  in  the  past 
suffered  from  dogmatic  approaches  and  exaggerated  claims.  Some¬ 
times  so  great  a  weight  of  expectation  is  placed  on  it  that  it  is  bound 
to  disappoint.  There  is  a  need  for  a  corrective.  Whatever  the  lessons  of 
the  events  of  1989-91,  there  are  ample  grounds  for  scepticism  about 
the  extent  to  which  civil  resistance  can  replace  the  factor  of  military 
force  in  politics  and  international  relations. 

The  phenomenon  of  armed  force  on  the  one  hand,  and  that  of 
nonviolent  action  on  the  other,  are  often  presented  as  being,  not 
merely  distinct  from  each  other,  but  opposites.  At  times,  however,  the 
relationship  between  them  can  be  complex.  Leaders  of  nonviolent 
movements  sometimes  favor  certain  threats  or  uses  of  force,  even 
while  they  insist  on  nonviolent  discipline  in  a  particular  struggle. 
Sometimes  they  may  rely  for  support  or  communications  on  a  foreign 
state  that  is  able  to  assist  because  it  is  well  defended  militarily.  Some¬ 
times  they  may  consciously  use  the  argument  that  if  the  adversary 
does  not  respond  to  peaceful  pressure,  mayhem  may  ensue.  Some- 
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times  it  is  the  very  fact  that  there  is  so  much  capacity  for  violence  in 
the  world  which  provides,  paradoxically,  the  best  justification  for 
resorting  to  nonviolent  methods.  Indeed,  in  an  age  of  deterrence, 
including  nuclear  deterrence,  civil  resistance  may  have  a  natural  and 
logical  place.  The  revolutions  in  eastern  Europe  and  the  Soviet  Union 
in  1989-91  confirm  the  complexities  of  the  connections  between  vio¬ 
lence  and  nonviolence. 


Incidence  of  Civil  Resistance  in  the  1980s 

Has  the  incidence  and  even  the  success  of  civil  resistance  increased  in 
recent  years?  Apart  from  the  eastern  European  and  Soviet  cases,  the 
evidence  is  mixed  and  inconclusive. 

In  the  Philippines  in  February  1986  there  was  an  impressive  dem¬ 
onstration  of  "people  power."  This  began  after  Ferdinand  Marcos  was 
declared  winner  of  the  presidential  elections  on  February  15,  in  cir¬ 
cumstances  that  cast  considerable  doubt  on  his  victory.  After  popular 
demonstrations  and  numerous  expressions  of  international  concern, 
the  opposition  candidate  Corazon  Aquino  was  sworn  in  as  president 
on  February  25.  This  was  rightly  hailed  as  a  remarkable  example  of 
people  power.  However,  the  change  of  regime  was  assisted  by  certain 
military  factors:  Mrs.  Aquino  carefully  cultivated  links  with  military 
units,  and  enjoyed  a  substantial  degree  of  support  from  the  U.S. 
government.  In  the  years  after  the  revolution,  her  government  sur¬ 
vived  various  attempted  coups  d'etat  owing  partly  to  the  willingness 
of  some  military  units  to  protect  it. 

In  the  Israeli-occupied  territories  of  the  West  Bank  and  Gaza  there 
were  some  elements  of  civil  resistance  in  the  intifadah,  which  began  on 
December  9,  1987.  However,  this  was  very  far  from  being  a  typical  or 
"pure"  case  of  civil  resistance.  The  intifadah  was  characterized  by 
violent  acts  such  as  stone- thro  wing  and  the  killing  of  those  dubbed 
"collaborators."  More  importantly,  the  deeply  encrusted  bitterness  of 
the  underlying  dispute  meant  that  violence  could  never  be  far  from 
the  surface.  It  was  impossible  to  wish  away  the  legacy  of  terrorism  and 
the  strong  fears  on  each  side  that  the  other  had  ultimate  designs  to 
uproot  and  remove  a  whole  people:  the  position  taken  by  the  leader¬ 
ship  of  the  Palestine  Liberation  Organization  in  response  to  the  Iraqi 
invasion  of  Kuwait  in  August  1990  only  reinforced  such  problems. 
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The  intifadah  helped  to  keep  the  issue  of  the  Israeli-occupied  territories 
on  the  international  agenda,  but  it  did  not  end  the  occupation. 

During  the  late  1980s  there  were  many  setbacks  for  civil  resis¬ 
tance.  These  included  Burma,  where  the  prodemocracy  movement 
was  crushed  in  1988  and  was  not  able  to  stage  a  major  recovery  even 
after  the  National  League  for  Democracy  won  a  majority  of  the  na¬ 
tional  assembly  seats  in  the  May  27, 1990  general  election;  the  move¬ 
ment  continues  to  face  enormous  obstacles.  In  China,  the  Tiananmen 
Square  massacre  June  3^,  1989  became  a  symbol  of  brutal  suppres¬ 
sion  by  the  gun  of  unarmed  demonstrators  relying  on  methods  of  civil 
resistance.  In  Panama,  an  opposition  movement  using  civil  resistance 
failed  to  unseat  General  Noriega,  who  had  held  on  to  power  despite 
his  decisive  defeat  in  the  May  1989  elections:6  instead  he  was  removed 
following  the  U.S.  invasion  in  December  1989.  Thus  the  background 
against  which  the  revolutions  in  eastern  Europe  occurred  was  not  one 
which  suggested  that  this  technique  was  generally  applicable  or  had 
any  certainty  of  quick  success. 


Impact  of  the  Changes  in  the  Soviet  Union  upon  Eastern  Europe 

The  changes  in  the  Soviet  Union  following  Mikhail  Gorbachev's  acces¬ 
sion  to  the  leadership  of  the  Communist  party  in  1985  provided  the 
essential  precondition  for  the  subsequent  upheaval  in  eastern  Europe. 
These  changes  led  both  to  a  questioning  of  numerous  aspects  of 
communist  rule,  and  to  a  growing  sense  that  the  Soviet  Union  might 
not  intervene  to  defend  unpopular  socialist  regimes  by  force  of  arms. 
Can  one  go  further,  and  say  that  there  was  a  widespread  belief  that 
eastern  Europe  had  some  kind  of  immunity  from  military  interven¬ 
tion?  Or  that  such  a  belief  was  a  necessary  precondition  for  the  emer¬ 
gence  of  widespread  civil  resistance?  Or  even  that  events  were  in 
some  sense  planned  by  Gorbachev  and  his  colleagues? 

Already  by  the  summer  of  1989  Gorbachev  appeared  to  have 
abandoned  some  aspects  of  the  "Brezhnev  doctrine,"  which  had 
sought  to  justify  military  intervention  in  a  country  when  the  leading 
role  of  the  Communist  party  was  felt  to  be  threatened.  However,  this 
abandonment  had  not  been  sudden,  had  been  forced  upon  him  partly 
by  the  pace  of  events  in  eastern  Europe,  and  was  in  several  respects 
incomplete.  In  its  early  incarnations,  his  idea  of  a  "common  European 
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home"  was  still  based  on  the  old  Soviet  idea,  not  of  the  complete 
freedom  of  action  of  each  state,  but  rather  of  peaceful  coexistence  of 
communist  and  western  states.  The  long-standing  ambiguity  in  Soviet 
policy  between  subscription  to  the  principle  of  noninterference  on  the 
one  hand,  and  maintenance  of  an  imposed  order  in  eastern  Europe  on 
the  other,  continued  long  into  the  Gorbachev  era:  indeed,  right  up  to 
1989. 

The  idea  that  the  achievements  of  socialism  in  eastern  Europe 
could  not  be  reversed  is  found  in  many  authoritative  Soviet  state¬ 
ments  in  the  Gorbachev  era.  Thus  the  communique  of  the  1986 
Budapest  meeting  of  the  Warsaw  Pact  states  said:  "Calls  for  a  revision 
of  the  borders  between  European  countries  and  for  a  change  of  their 
socio-political  systems  contradict  the  building  of  trust,  the  strengthen¬ 
ing  of  mutual  understanding  and  goodneighbourly  relations  in  Eu¬ 
rope."7 

In  his  book  Perestroika,  first  published  in  1987,  Gorbachev  did 
make  a  number  of  statements  implying  an  abandonment  of  the  right 
of  intervention  in  eastern  European  countries.  For  example: 

The  time  is  ripe  for  abandoning  views  on  foreign  policy  which 
are  influenced  by  an  imperial  standpoint.  Neither  the  Soviet 
Union  nor  the  United  States  is  able  to  force  its  will  on  others. 

It  is  possible  to  suppress,  compel,  bribe,  break  or  blast,  but 
only  for  a  certain  period.8 

Gorbachev  also  appeared  to  accept  that  there  had  to  be  radical 
change  in  the  socialist  countries: 

Revolutionary  changes  are  becoming  part  and  parcel  of  the 
vast  socialist  world.  They  are  gaining  momentum.  This  ap¬ 
plies  to  the  socialist  countries,  but  it  is  also  a  contribution  to 
the  progress  of  world  civilization.9 

Yet  there  was  much  in  Gorbachev's  book  that  seemed  to  be  con¬ 
sistent  with  the  Brezhnev  doctrine,  or  at  least  with  the  idea  that  the 
gains  of  socialism  in  eastern  Europe  were  permanent: 

The  concept  of  a  'common  European  home'  suggests 
above  all  a  degree  of  integrity,  even  if  its  states  belong  to 
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different  social  systems  and  opposing  military-political  alli¬ 
ances.10 

The  change  from  such  formulae  to  new  ones  that  seemed  to  accept 
greater  possibilities  of  change  in  eastern  Europe,  or  that  seemed  to 
rule  out  Soviet  intervention  to  preserve  socialism,  was  uneven.  For 
example,  Gorbachev's  public  remarks  on  his  visit  to  Prague  on  April 
10, 1987,  were  quite  largely  cast  in  a  traditional  mold.11  In  late  1987,  at 
the  Moscow  celebration  of  the  seventieth  anniversary  of  the  Bolshevik 
Revolution,  while  "the  Brezhnev  doctrine  was  not  officially  repudi¬ 
ated,  Gorbachev  intimated  that  it  would  not  be  applied  to  inhibit 
gradual  changes  in  Eastern  Europe  .  .  .  the  effect  was  to  encourage 
those  East  Europeans  who  were  pressing  for  changes  considerably 
ahead  of  the  pace  of  the  Soviet  restructuring."12 

On  July  6,  1989,  addressing  the  Council  of  Europe  in  Strasbourg, 
Gorbachev  continued  to  convey  apparently  conflicting  messages 
about  the  future  of  eastern  Europe: 

But  the  difficulty  most  probably  lies  in  something  else:  in  the 
extremely  widespread  conviction  and  even  political  goal, 
when  by  overcoming  the  division  of  Europe  one  has  in  mind 
the  overcoming  of  socialism.  But  that  is  a  course  towards 
confrontation,  if  not  something  worse.  There  will  be  no  Euro¬ 
pean  unity  at  all  with  such  approaches.  The  affiliation  of  the 
states  of  Europe  to  different  social  systems  is  a  reality,  and  the 
recognition  of  that  historical  state  of  affairs,  respect  for  the 
sovereign  right  of  every  people  to  choose  a  social  system  as  it 
sees  fit,  is  a  vital  prerequisite  for  the  normal  European  pro¬ 
cess.  The  social  and  political  orders  of  one  country  or  another 
changed  in  the  past  and  may  change  in  the  future  as  well. 
However,  that  is  exclusively  the  affair  of  the  peoples  them¬ 
selves,  a  matter  for  their  choice.  Any  interference  in  internal 
affairs,  any  attempts  to  limit  the  sovereignty  of  states,  both  of 
friends  and  allies,  no  matter  whose  it  is,  is  impermissible.13 

Although  these  statements  seemed  at  variance  with  the  Brezhnev 
doctrine,  there  was  still  room  for  doubt  as  to  whether  in  an  actual 
crisis  the  Soviet  Union  would  act  in  accordance  with  its  past  practice 
or  its  recent  words;  and  whether  policy  would  be  made  by  Gorbachev 
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or  by  others.  As  one  leading  member  of  Solidarity  in  Poland  was  later 
to  put  it,  by  autumn  1989  the  Brezhnev  doctrine  might  have  been 
buried  by  Shevardnadze  and  others,  but  it  was  not  yet  proved  to  be 
dead.14 

It  was  only  when  the  eastern  European  revolutions  were  already 
well  under  way  that  the  Brezhnev  doctrine  seemed  to  be  clearly 
renounced.  On  U.S.  television  on  October  25,  Mr.  Gennady 
Gerasimov,  the  Foreign  Ministry  spokesman  said:  "We  now  have  the 
Frank  Sinatra  doctrine:  He  had  a  song,  'I  Had  It  My  Way/  So  every 
country  decides  on  its  own  which  road  to  take."15  This  statement 
attracted  widespread  attention  and  was  taken  as  a  sign  that  the  Soviet 
Union  would  not  intervene  by  force  to  prevent  the  changes  then  going 
on  in  eastern  Europe.  On  October  26-27,  the  meeting  of  Warsaw 
Treaty  foreign  ministers  in  Warsaw  recognized  the  absolute  right  of 
each  state  to  determine  its  own  sociopolitical  development.  Then  on 
December  4,  1989,  leaders  of  the  five  Warsaw  Pact  states  that  had 
invaded  Czechoslovakia  in  1968,  meeting  in  Moscow  (at  the  first 
major  Pact  meeting  when  noncommunists  participated  on  an  equal 
footing  with  communists)  said  that  "the  bringing  of  troops  of  their 
countries  into  Czechoslovakia  in  1968  was  an  interference  in  internal 
affairs  of  sovereign  Czechoslovakia  and  should  be  condemned."  This 
final  burial  of  the  Brezhnev  doctrine  without  military  honors  was  a 
consequence  rather  than  a  cause  of  the  revolutions  of  1989;  but  the 
earlier  dilutions  of  the  doctrine  had  without  doubt  contributed  to 
those  revolutions. 

One  factor  probably  contributing  to  the  erosion  of  the  Brezhnev 
doctrine  was  Afghanistan.  The  nine-year  Soviet  military  involvement 
there  had  ended  in  February  1989,  after  some  13,000  Soviet  troops  lost 
their  lives  in  an  unrewarding  and  unending  counterinsurgency  war. 
Foreign  Minister  Eduard  Shevardnadze  said  on  October  23, 1989,  that 
the  deployment  of  Soviet  troops  in  Afghanistan  in  December  1979 
"went  against  general  human  values  .  .  .  We  committed  the  most 
serious  violations  of  our  own  legislations,  our  party  and  civilian 
norms."16  The  bitter  experience  of  Afghanistan  made  the  Soviet  lead¬ 
ership  deeply  reluctant  to  intervene  elsewhere.  The  civil  resisters  of 
eastern  Europe  may  thus  in  part  have  been  the  beneficiaries  of  the 
hardened  mujahedeen  guerrillas  of  Afghanistan. 

It  was  not  just  through  the  erosion  of  the  Brezhnev  doctrine  that 
the  Soviet  Union  assisted  the  process  of  change  in  eastern  Europe.  The 
whole  process  of  questioning  so  many  aspects  of  socialism,  and  of 
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Stalin's  and  Brezhnev's  legacies,  was  bound  to  have  a  strong  second¬ 
ary  effect  in  those  countries  on  which  the  Soviet  Union  had  imposed 
socialist- type  systems.  This  was  especially  so  in  countries  whose  re¬ 
gimes  had  been  loudest  in  proclaiming  their  absolute  loyalty  to  the 
Soviet  Union:  East  Germany,  Czechoslovakia,  and  Bulgaria  being 
notable  examples. 

Another  important  factor  in  the  process  of  change  in  eastern 
Europe  was  the  Soviet  Union's  espousal,  at  least  in  words,  of  a  defen¬ 
sive  military  doctrine.  The  formal  enunciation  of  this  doctrine  began 
with  the  Warsaw  Pact  summit  in  Budapest  in  June  1986. 17  Although 
this  and  subsequent  enunciations  lacked  conceptual  and  operational 
precision,  they  did  place  a  premium  on  armed  forces  that  were  mani¬ 
festly  defensive,  not  just  in  their  overall  purpose,  but  also  in  their  force 
structures,  deployments,  and  strategies.  This  doctrine,  as  developed 
by  some  Soviet  writers,  put  a  relatively  low  premium  on  the  mainte¬ 
nance  of  huge  Soviet  forces  in  eastern  Europe,  and  indeed  provided 
one  rationale  for  their  announced  partial  withdrawal.  This  same  doc¬ 
trine  also  provided  one  basis  for  at  least  one  eastern  European  regime, 
namely  in  Hungary,  to  move  towards  more  open  borders. 

Naturally,  against  this  background,  some  have  seen  the  changes 
in  the  USSR,  and  Gorbachev's  policies,  as  having  themselves  created 
the  changes  in  eastern  Europe.  As  Sergei  Karaganov,  the  deputy 
director  of  the  Institute  of  Europe  of  the  USSR  Academy  of  Sciences, 
has  written: 

The  events  which  took  place  in  Eastern  Europe  in  the  last 
months  of  1989  were  in  many  respects  the  crowning  success 
of  the  recent  Soviet  European  policy  .  .  . 

Looking  from  Moscow,  one  could  feel  that  all  these  posi¬ 
tive  developments  have  happened  largely  (although  not  ex¬ 
clusively)  because  of  the  changes  in  Soviet  thinking  and 
policy.18 

Similarly,  Soviet  Foreign  Minister  Eduard  Shevardnadze  said  at 
the  CPSU  Congress  in  July  1990: 

Did  we,  the  diplomats,  the  ministers  and  the  top  political 
leadership,  know  what  was  going  to  happen  in  eastern  Eu¬ 
rope?  I  have  never  answered  this  question,  but  now  I  shall 
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answer  it.  Yes,  we  foresaw  everything,  we  felt  everything.  We 
felt  that  unless  serious  changes  were  made,  tragic  events 
would  follow.19 

There  is  obviously  much  truth  in  these  claims.  It  is  hard  to  imagine 
that  the  changes  in  eastern  Europe  could  have  happened  against  any 
other  background  than  that  of  massive  change  in  Soviet  policy,  both 
internally  and  externally.  On  the  other  hand,  the  suggestion  that  the 
changes  were  a  part  of  policy,  that  they  reflected  a  conscious  decision, 
needs  to  be  examined  carefully.  In  the  confused  conditions  of  the 
Soviet  Union  in  1989,  Gorbachev  was  riding  an  avalanche  and  trying 
all  the  time  to  look  as  if  he  was  controlling  it.  It  is  doubtful  whether 
he,  or  his  senior  colleagues,  can  really  claim  so  much  responsibility  for 
a  series  of  events  that  had  many  causes.  Inasmuch  as  the  Soviet  regime 
did  make  plans  for  change  in  eastern  Europe  in  1989,  the  evidence 
suggests  that  they  were  plans  for  controlled  change  to  communist 
reformers  such  as  Egon  Krenz  in  East  Germany  or  Petar  Mladenov  in 
Bulgaria,  rather  than  fundamental  change  to  multiparty  systems. 

An  interesting  explanation  of  the  influence  of  change  in  the  Soviet 
Union  on  the  revolutions  in  eastern  Europe  is  offered  by  Ernst  Kux: 

Gorbachev's  perestroyka  first  inspired  and  then  accelerated  the 
developments  in  Eastern  Europe.  Ultimately,  however,  it  was 
the  failure  of  perestroyka  as  a  "revolution  from  above"  in 
Eastern  Europe  and  the  Soviet  Union  that  brought  on  the 
"revolution  from  below"  in  Poland,  Hungary,  Leipzig, 
Prague,  Sofia,  and  Bucharest.20 

Whatever  the  intentions  of  the  Soviet  leaders  towards  eastern 
Europe  may  in  fact  have  been,  to  outsiders  it  was  far  from  clear  in  the 
summer  of  1989  that  the  Soviet  Union  was  ready  to  see  communist 
control  disappear.  Certainly  in  the  months  and  years  before  autumn 
1989  it  was  not  self-evident  that  the  Gorbachev  revolution  meant  that 
there  could  or  would  be  a  decisive  break  with  Communist  party  rule 
either  in  the  Soviet  Union  or  in  eastern  Europe.  Some  in  the  West,  and 
perhaps  in  the  East  too,  were  still  influenced  by  arguments  that  com¬ 
munist  totalitarian  systems  were  unchangeable,  or  at  least  not  likely 
to  change.21  Even  those  who  correctly  perceived  that  the  changes  in 
Moscow  were  very  profound  still  had  grounds  for  doubt  about  how 
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far  they  would  affect  eastern  Europe:  it  is  notorious  that  periods  of 
reforming  change  in  Moscow  can  presage  tragedy  in  eastern  Europe — 
as  had  been  dramatically  demonstrated  in  1953  and  1956.  Moreover, 
despite  all  the  political  reforms  he  had  introduced,  Gorbachev  appar¬ 
ently  remained  an  advocate  of  single-party  rule  even  as  late  as  No¬ 
vember  1989.22 

Very  few  academic  and  diplomatic  specialists  on  eastern  Europe 
can  take  credit  for  having  foreseen  that  the  admittedly  weak  socialist 
systems  there  would  actually  collapse  so  easily  and  quickly,  with  so 
little  bloodshed.  Richard  Davy,  an  experienced  commentator  in  East- 
West  relations  in  Europe,  did  suggest  very  tentatively  as  early  as  1980 
that  the  Soviet  Union  under  new  leadership  might  do  a  balance  sheet 
of  the  costs  and  benefits  of  running  eastern  Europe,  and  might  seek  a 
safe  way  of  shedding  the  whole  investment.23  This,  however,  was  a 
lone  voice. 

Well  into  the  Gorbachev  era,  there  remained  substantial  doubt 
about  how  far  change  might  go  in  eastern  Europe.  William  H.  Luers, 
writing  in  Foreign  Affairs  in  1987,  suggested  that  Gorbachev  was  set  on 
keeping  control  of  eastern  Europe;  that  there  was  no  prospect  of 
fundamental  change  in  the  relations  between  the  Soviet  Union  and 
any  Warsaw  Pact  member;  and  that  the  active  opposition  groups  in 
eastern  Europe  would  not  achieve  power.24 

Such  cautious  views  were  informed  by  an  abiding  sense  that  the 
Soviet  Union  was  deeply  attached  to  a  security  system  in  eastern 
Europe  which  had  been  created  out  of  the  catastrophe  of  the  Second 
World  War,  and  which  had  seemingly  provided  a  greater  degree  of 
stability  for  the  USSR  than  previous  or  alternative  systems  could  have 
done.  As  Tony  Judt  put  it,  in  a  paper  evidently  written  in  1989: 

That  the  Soviet  Union  would  oppose  any  undoing  of  Yalta  is 
obvious.  An  opening  up  of  the  map  of  Europe  for  diplomatic 
reconsideration  would  raise  too  many  ghosts.  Accordingly,  it 
seems  fair  to  expect  the  present  dispensation  to  remain  in 
place,  nibbled  away  only  at  the  margins,  and  in  no  case  in  the 
name  of  some  reestablished  Central  European  indepen¬ 
dence.25 

Those  who  did  see  possibilities  of  change  in  eastern  Europe  were 
in  many  cases  still  cautious  and  nuanced  in  their  conclusions.  Charles 


14 


Adam  Roberts 


Gati  was  right  to  point  out  in  1987  that  Gorbachev  had  only  been 
general  secretary  of  the  Communist  Party  of  the  Soviet  Union  for  a 
few  years,  and  was  far  from  certain  to  stay  in  power;  whereas  the 
leaders  of  the  eastern  European  communist  states  had,  at  the  time  he 
was  writing,  held  power  for  an  impressive  average  of  24  years.26  Gati 
was  one  of  many  observers  who  put  more  emphasis  on  reformist 
prospects  in  Poland  and  Hungary  than  on  the  possibility  of  mass 
resistance  in  the  more  orthodox  countries  of  eastern  Europe.27  This 
was  not  wrong:  events  in  eastern  Europe  in  1989  did  begin  with 
reform  in  Poland  and  Hungary,  even  though  they  were  to  continue 
with  much  more  active  popular  participation  in  civil  resistance  than 
had  been  foreseen. 


Poland 

An  examination  of  the  course  of  events  in  individual  countries  of 
eastern  Europe  must  start  with  Poland.  Along  with  Hungary,  Poland 
blazed  the  trail  for  multiparty  democracy  in  eastern  Europe,  helping 
to  provide  the  conditions  in  which  people  in  other  countries  could 
actually  believe  that  change  was  possible.  Poland  became  the  first 
eastern  European  country  to  move  decisively  towards  noncommunist 
government  when,  on  June  4,  1989,  Solidarity  candidates  decisively 
beat  communist  candidates  in  elections  for  the  Sejm  (parliament);  on 
August  24,  1989,  the  National  Assembly  elected  as  prime  minister 
Tadeusz  Mazowiecki  of  Solidarity;  and  on  September  12  it  endorsed 
his  proposals  for  a  new  coalition  Council  of  Ministers  dominated  by 
Solidarity. 

This  change  in  Poland  was  in  part  the  result  of  pressure  from 
below  in  the  form  of  popular  resistance.  Over  a  period  of  more  than 
twenty  years,  the  civil  resistance  of  Poles,  and  especially  of  Polish 
workers,  had  contributed  significantly  to  the  evolution  in  the  thinking 
of  the  party  leadership.  In  this  process,  the  strike  weapon  had  been 
paramount.28  The  strikes  in  the  Baltic  ports  in  the  winter  of  1970-71 
had  shown  the  capacity  of  such  action  even  in  the  face  of  brutal 
repression;  and  many  subsequent  strikes  and  demonstrations  in  the 
next  two  decades  had  added  to  the  party's  malaise,  while  also  provid¬ 
ing  the  pretext  for  the  desperate  move  in  December  1981  of  the  impo¬ 
sition  of  martial  law. 
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In  the  course  of  the  evolution  of  events  in  Poland  in  the  1980s,  civil 
resistance  had  to  be  used  with  considerable  care.  Solidarity  showed  its 
power  as  much  by  its  ability  to  restrain  its  followers  as  by  its  ability 
to  unleash  them.  In  December  1988,  at  a  time  of  crucial  deliberations 
on  the  future  of  Poland,  one  senior  party  figure,  Mieczyslaw 
Rakowski,  said  publicly  that  Lech  Walesa  was  "a  different  man  from 
1981"  (the  period  of  Solidarity's  confrontation  with  the  authorities 
leading  to  the  imposition  of  martial  law):  Walesa  was  now  said  to 
favor  gradual  change  and  compromise  with  the  ruling  Polish  United 
Workers'  Party  (PUWP).29 

The  change  in  Poland  was  also  the  result  of  evolutionary  changes 
within  party  and  government  organs.  It  occurred  because  the  commu¬ 
nist  system  of  government  was  morally  and  politically  bankrupt  and 
had  slowly  come  to  recognize  that  fact. 

The  proposals  for  political  pluralism,  originally  articulated  by 
Solidarity,  were  adopted  by  the  Central  Committee  of  the  PUWP  on 
January  17-18, 1989.  The  senior  Politburo  member  and  principal  party 
ideologist,  Marian  Orzechowski,  produced  an  initiative  on  political 
and  trade  union  pluralism.  After  a  tense  and  difficult  debate  (in  which 
the  leaders  threatened  to  resign),  this  was  accepted,  providing  the 
necessary  basis  for  the  elections  in  June  and  the  formation  of  a  mainly 
noncommunist  government  in  August-September  1989. 

Rakowski,  who  as  prime  minister  of  Poland  in  1988-89  played  a 
key  part  in  the  decision  to  hold  elections  and  in  the  eventual  setting 
up  of  a  coalition  government  in  August  1989,  was  later  asked  how  he 
had  felt  the  day  after  he  handed  over  power  and  thus  ushered  in  the 
post-communist  age.  He  replied: 

...  for  me  it  was  at  this  time  very  clear  that  the  kind  of 
Communist  movement  which  was  growing  up  in  the  20s  and 
had  propounded  the  concept  of  socialism  in  the  following 
decades  had  no  future,  and  that  there  was  no  way  other  than 
just  to  accept  the  results  of  this  election.  And,  moreover,  to 
accept  the  historical  fact  that  the  Communist  parties  in  Eu¬ 
rope  had  ceased  to  be  a  politically  influential  force  in  society, 
and  that  the  only  task  now  was  to  make  place  for  a  New  left 
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only  ones  contributing  to  the  Polish  outcome  of  a  noncommunist 
government.  The  changes  in  the  Soviet  Union  played  a  crucial  part, 
not  least  in  increasing  the  willingness  of  the  PUWP  regime  to  search 
for  compromise  solutions  with  its  Solidarity  adversaries.  Also,  some 
actions  of  Western  powers,  especially  in  the  early  1980s,  may  deserve 
some  credit.  The  Reagan  policy  of  sanctions,  introduced  after  the  1981 
imposition  of  martial  law,  had  some  effect.  These  were  limited  sanc¬ 
tions,  for  limited  objectives:  the  ending  of  emergency  laws,  the  freeing 
of  political  prisoners,  and  the  resumption  of  government  dialogue 
with  Solidarity.  As  these  objectives  were  achieved,  the  sanctions  were 
progressively  lifted. 

Thus,  so  far  as  the  part  played  by  civil  resistance  in  achieving  the 
end  of  communist  rule,  Poland  presents  a  complex  picture.  Civil 
resistance  was  a  crucial  catalyst  for  change  in  several  key  episodes 
over  at  least  two  decades.  However,  the  changes  to  which  it  contrib¬ 
uted  hardly  followed  a  simple  linear  progression  towards  democracy. 
The  imposition  of  martial  law  in  1981  was  a  direct  response  to  pres¬ 
sure  from  Solidarity,  and  it  may  have  been  necessary  to  prevent  a 
threatened  Soviet  invasion  of  Poland.31  Thereafter,  the  slow  evolution 
of  ideas  among  those  in  power  was  as  important  as  the  overt  resis¬ 
tance  they  faced;  but  that  slow  evolution  was  deeply  influenced  by  the 
extent,  the  discipline,  and  the  effective  leadership,  of  the  opposition 
forces. 


Hungary 

Hungary  too  had  a  pioneering  role  in  creating  preconditions  for 
change  in  other  countries  in  eastern  Europe.  It  did  so  partly  by  point¬ 
ing  the  way  towards  a  pluralistic  economic  and  political  system 
within  Hungary  itself,  and  partly  by  influencing  the  dramatic  events 
in  East  Germany  decisively  by  permitting  the  passage  of  emigrants 
from  East  Germany  to  Austria.  The  changes  in  Hungary  were  charac¬ 
terized,  even  more  than  in  Poland,  by  an  early  and  gradual  evolution 
of  ideas,  including  within  the  party.  This  evolution  was  powerfully 
influenced  by  memories  of  the  Hungarian  revolution  of  1956,  and  by 
a  strong  awareness  of  the  need  to  reform  the  economic  system  if  the 
country  was  to  be  competitive  internationally.  Although  there  were 
many  important  strikes  and  demonstrations,  there  was  no  dramatic 


Civil  Resistance  in  the  East  European  and  Soviet  Revolutions 


17 


confrontation  or  sudden  transfer  of  power  of  the  kind  that  happened 
in  other  countries  in  1989. 

This  significance  of  Hungary,  as  a  country  that  could  point  the 
way  to  major  change  by  evolutionary  means,  was  already  foreseen  in 
outline  as  far  back  as  1969.  On  the  very  day — April  18,  1969 — when, 
eight  months  after  the  Soviet  invasion  of  Czechoslovakia,  Alexander 
Dubcek's  dismissal  from  the  post  of  first  secretary  of  the  Czechoslo¬ 
vak  Communist  Party  had  been  announced  on  its  front  page,  the 
Czechoslovak  party  daily  Rude  Prdvo  carried  an  editorial  that  was  a 
last  cry  of  disappointed  reformists  who  had  tried  to  oppose  an  occu¬ 
pation  by  peaceful  means.  Praising  the  economic  reforms  in  Hungary, 
the  article  was  also  a  symbolic  way  of  passing  on  the  torch  to  a 
different  and  more  evolutionary  approach  to  change  in  eastern  Eu¬ 
rope: 

Of  all  the  socialist  states  which  have,  to  varying  degrees, 
proceeded  to  economic  reforms,  Hungary  is  showing  the 
most  remarkable  course.  The  prudent  measures  and  some  of 
the  solutions  adopted  have  aroused  attention  and  interest 
.  .  .  The  reform  of  the  political  mechanism  in  Hungary  is  still 
a  topical  problem  the  solution  of  which  can  possibly  be  de¬ 
ferred  but  cannot  be  avoided  if  the  reforms  are  not  to  be  given 
up  as  a  whole  .  .  .  We  wish  our  Hungarian  friends  further 
successful  progress  .  .  .  Their  success  can  be  an  indirect  help 
to  us.32 

By  1988  the  evolution  in  Hungary  had  reached  a  point — which 
was  no  surprise  to  those  who  had  followed  events  there  in  the  preced¬ 
ing  years — where  genuine  political  and  economic  pluralism  was  in¬ 
creasingly  identified  as  the  goal.  In  July  1988  Prime  Minister  Karoly 
Grosz,  during  a  visit  to  the  United  States,  said  that  he  could  "envisage 
any  sort  of  a  system"  in  Hungary,  including  a  multiparty  system.33 
Indeed,  in  acceptance  of  multiparty  democracy  (though  not  in  the 
holding  of  actual  elections),  Hungary  was  significantly  ahead  of  Po¬ 
land.  In  September  1988  the  Hungarian  Democratic  Forum  was 
launched.  On  November  13  a  coalition  of  opposition  groups  issued  a 
call  for  democratic  elections.34  On  January  11,  1989,  the  Hungarian 
parliament  passed  a  law  enabling  citizens  to  establish  independent 
associations.  Justice  Minister  Kalman  Kulcsar  said  at  the  time: 
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The  modernization  of  Hungarian  society  cannot  develop  in 
the  framework  of  an  authoritarian  political  system.  Society  in 
many  respects  has  outgrown  the  conditions  of  the  last  four 
decades.35 

In  June  various  new  political  parties  were  set  up,  and  on  June  21, 
1989,  Imre  Poszgay,  the  reformist  leader  of  the  Hungarian  Socialist 
Workers7  Party,  said  that  the  party  accepted  the  principle  of  a  demo¬ 
cratic  electoral  political  system  based  on  free  elections  and  contested 
by  rival  political  parties.  On  September  18  a  complex  series  of  talks 
between  the  party  and  opposition  organizations  resulted,  after  a 
marathon  total  of  238  sessions,  in  a  compromise  agreement  that  pro¬ 
vided  for  new  presidential  elections,  a  new  constitution,  and  new 
electoral  laws.  Poszgay 7s  role  in  all  this  is  a  notable  example  of  how 
important  a  part  in  the  process  of  change  in  eastern  Europe  was 
played  by  influential  individuals  within  ruling  communist  parties. 

At  the  same  time,  disciplined  but  strong  popular  pressure  within 
Hungary  contributed  greatly  to  change.  It  was  manifested  in  many 
ways,  including  in  demonstrations  in  June  1988  (violently  dispersed 
by  the  police)  and  June  1989  (assisted  by  the  authorities)  to  commemo¬ 
rate  the  death  of  Imre  Nagy  in  the  wake  of  the  1956  Hungarian 
Revolution.  At  the  demonstration  on  June  16, 1989,  in  front  of  a  crowd 
of  200,000,  and  shown  live  on  national  television,  Viktor  Orban  of  the 
Young  Democrats  said  prophetically: 

If  we  can  trust  our  souls  and  strength,  we  can  put  an  end  to 
the  communist  dictatorship;  if  we  are  determined  enough  we 
can  force  the  Party  to  submit  itself  to  free  elections;  and  if  we 
do  not  lose  sight  of  the  ideals  of  1956,  then  we  will  be  able  to 
elect  a  government  that  will  start  immediate  negotiations  for 
the  swift  withdrawal  of  Russian  troops.36 

It  was  in  fact  at  roughly  the  time  of  this  demonstration  that  plans 
were  being  drawn  up  for  moves  towards  pluralism  and  constitutional 
change  in  Hungary:  plans  that  resulted  in  the  announcements  of  June 
21  and  September  18, 1989.  Popular  pressure  and  institutional  change 
seem  to  have  had  a  mutually  reinforcing  effect. 

One  very  significant  feature  of  the  Hungarian  changes  in  1989 
related  to  the  opening  up  of  Hungary's  border  with  Austria — a  pro- 
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cess  that  had  started  in  May  1989  when  the  dismantling  of  fences  on 
the  border  began.  This  had  huge  ramifications,  both  because  it  en¬ 
abled  East  German  refugees  to  escape  from  their  country  via  Hun¬ 
gary,  and  also  because  it  raised  hopes  that  the  iron  curtain  could 
disappear  along  its  entire  length.  What  enabled  the  Hungarian  lead¬ 
ership  to  embark  on,  and  maintain,  so  bold  a  step? 

One  factor  was  international  law,  which  indeed  played  a  signifi¬ 
cant  part  in  eastern  European  developments  in  1989  generally.  On 
March  17,  1989,  Hungary  had  become  the  first  eastern  European  state 
formally  to  accede  to  the  terms  of  the  1951  UN  Convention  on  Refu¬ 
gees,  and  the  follow-up  Protocol  of  1967 — an  event  prompted  by  the 
influx  of  some  13,000  ethnic  Hungarian  refugees  from  Romania.  This 
agreement  was  to  provide  a  useful  buttress  to  Hungary  in  the  autumn 
in  reinforcing  its  resolve  to  permit  East  German  refugees  to  transit 
Hungarian  territory  and  go  to  Austria.  It  provided  Hungary  with  a 
good  legal  ground  for  repudiating  on  September  10  a  secret  bilateral 
agreement  with  East  Germany,  which  had  been  concluded  in  June 
1969,  and  which  barred  nationals  of  the  other  state  from  unauthorized 
travel  to  third  states.37 

The  opening  up  of  the  Hungaro- Austrian  frontier  may  also  have 
owed  something  to  the  new  doctrine  of  "defensive  defense."  On  Sep¬ 
tember  8,  1989,  Hungarian  officials  announced  that  Hungary  would 
pull  back  all  offensive  weapons  to  50  kilometers  from  its  borders  with 
Austria  and  Yugoslavia.  It  also  proposed  that  these  two  neighbors 
reciprocate,  so  that  there  would  be  a  100  kilometer  zone  containing 
only  military  equipment  and  troops  needed  for  border  defense.  It  was 
also  announced  that  Hungary  would  cut  its  military  spending,  halve 
the  number  of  its  tanks,  and  ask  for  withdrawals  of  certain  categories 
of  Soviet  forces  (including  some  tank  battalions)  from  Hungary. 
Clearly  there  was  an  important  connection  between  these  statements 
and  the  key  (and  more  or  less  simultaneous)  Hungarian  decision, 
which  had  such  large  political  ramifications  in  eastern  Europe,  to  open 
its  border  with  Austria. 


East  Germany 

The  events  in  East  Germany,  culminating  in  the  decision  to  open  up 
the  Berlin  Wall  on  Friday,  November  10,  1989,  constituted  a  much 


20 


Adam  Roberts 


clearer  case  of  a  very  reluctant  regime  being  forced  to  change,  and  its 
leaders  to  resign,  by  peaceful  public  pressure.  Various  manifestations 
of  peaceful  opposition,  including  election-monitoring  in  May,  mass 
emigration,  and  demonstrations  of  various  kinds,  had  been  increasing 
throughout  the  summer  of  1989.  From  May  onwards,  a  flood  of  refu¬ 
gees  to  the  West  via  Hungary  had  forced  many  close  to  the  regime  to 
rethink  radically  the  utility  of  the  Wall  and  many  other  key  policies  as 
well.  In  September,  New  Forum  came  into  existence:  a  body  without 
office,  staff,  or  funds.  Its  members  were  not  antisocialist,  and  largely 
limited  themselves  to  a  straightforward  call  for  democratic  reform.  In 
October  and  early  November,  huge  demonstrations  in  East  Berlin, 
Leipzig,  and  other  cities  provided  further  proof  that  the  regime  had 
lost  control  of  its  own  population,  and  also  indicated  a  public  mood 
that  was  more  pro-Western  than  New  Forum's  leaders.  The  whole 
process  was  indeed  a  great  triumph  of  nonviolent  pressure  from 
below. 

On  October  8,  a  march  of  30,000  in  Dresden  (where  the  moderate 
Hans  Modrow  was  party  leader)  dispersed  after  the  authorities 
agreed  to  meet  a  delegation  for  discussions.  On  October  9  at  least 
50,000  people  demonstrated  in  Leipzig,  following  the  regular  Monday 
"prayers  for  peace"  in  the  Church  of  St.  Nicholas — an  event  that  has 
been  called  a  "turning  point"  in  the  East  German  revolution:  violence 
by  the  authorities  was  widely  feared,  and  was  probably  only  avoided 
thanks  to  a  last-minute  appeal,  issued  by  well-known  individuals,  for 
nonviolence.38  On  October  11  the  Politburo  of  the  ruling  Socialist 
Unity  Party  (SED)  accepted  the  need  for  dialogue  with  the  population; 
and  on  October  18,  Erich  Honecker  resigned  as  head  of  state  and  head 
of  party  after  eighteen  years  in  power,  being  succeeded  by  Egon 
Krenz,  who  was  not  known  to  be  a  reformer.  This  did  nothing  to  stop 
the  demonstrators,  who  under  the  leadership  of  New  Forum  wanted 
more  fundamental  change.  On  October  30  over  300,000  demonstrated 
in  Leipzig,  and  on  November  4  perhaps  half  a  million  demonstrated 
in  East  Berlin.  As  the  refugee  wave  continued,  both  the  government 
and  the  Politburo  resigned,  and  on  November  9  travel  restrictions 
were  lifted  and  the  Berlin  Wall  was  decisively  breached.  From  then  on, 
free  elections  were  inevitable,  leading  to  the  meeting  of  East 
Germany's  first  freely  elected  parliament  on  April  5,  1990;  and  the 
unification  of  Germany,  eventually  achieved  in  October  1990  in  much 
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happier  circumstances  than  ever  before  in  Germany's  tangled  history, 
increasingly  seemed  the  destination  towards  which  all  signposts 
pointed. 

Some  of  the  circumstances  that  made  peaceful  opposition  pos¬ 
sible,  and  effective,  should  be  noted.  This  popular  pressure  was  un¬ 
doubtedly  assisted  by  pressure  from  outside.  The  East  German 
regime,  having  for  decades  proclaimed  eternal  loyalty  to  the  Soviet 
Union,  was  peculiarly  vulnerable  to  change  there.  The  visit  by 
Gorbachev  to  celebrate  the  40th  anniversary  of  the  German  Demo¬ 
cratic  Republic  on  October  7  was  a  key  catalyst.  In  a  speech  in  East 
Berlin  on  October  6,  Gorbachev  stressed  that  "matters  affecting  the 
GDR  are  decided  not  in  Moscow  but  in  Berlin."  Some  of  the  demon¬ 
strators  later  that  month  shouted  "Gorby,  Gorby."39 

.  Also,  it  was  the  existence  of  a  prosperous,  free,  and  defended 
country  near  at  hand,  namely  West  Germany,  that  provided  not  just 
an  example  for  East  Germans  to  aspire  towards,  but  a  haven  to  which 
they  could  flee.  This  route  for  refugees  was  opened  up  more  easily 
thanks  to  the  happy  accident  that  Hungary  had  a  common  border 
with  a  neutral  country,  Austria,  along  which  a  section  of  the  iron 
curtain  had  been  dismantled  in  May  with  less  ideological  difficulty 
than  might  have  been  the  case  along  a  border  with  a  NATO  member 
country:  large  numbers  of  East  German  refugees  travelled  to  West 
Germany  by  this  route.  In  the  summer  and  autumn,  indeed,  it  almost 
began  to  seem  as  if  German  unification  might  be  achieved  by  the  one 
way  that  had  not  been  foreseen — by  the  whole  population  moving 
West.  In  the  first  eight  months  of  1989  there  were  50,000  legal  emigra¬ 
tions  to  West  Germany;  in  addition,  in  August,  September,  and  early 
October  at  least  30,000  left  for  West  Germany  through  Hungary,  or  via 
the  West  German  embassies  in  Prague  and  Warsaw.40 

If  emigration  was  one  effective  form  of  peaceful  protest,  the  dis¬ 
cipline  of  the  East  German  demonstrators  was  also  a  significant  factor. 
By  all  accounts  Honecker  and  his  colleagues,  who  had  congratulated 
the  Chinese  on  the  Tiananmen  Square  massacre  only  a  few  months 
before,  came  close  to  repeating  it  in  Leipzig  on  October  9.  That  they 
did  not  do  so  is  probably  due  not  only  to  some  resistance  from  within 
the  regime,  and  from  Mr.  Gorbachev,  but  also  to  the  fact  that  the 
protests,  mostly  church-led,  were  restrained,  and  demonstrators  gave 
no  pretext  for  violent  repression. 
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Bulgaria 

The  changes  in  Bulgaria  also  reached  a  climax  on  November  10, 1989, 
when  the  78-year-old  Todor  Zhivkov,  who  had  been  first  secretary  of 
the  party  since  1954,  was  ousted.  His  successor,  and  the  principal 
engineer  of  his  removal,  was  Petar  Mladenov,  the  foreign  minister. 
Mladenov  had  reportedly  been  outraged  by  the  renewal  in  May  1989 
of  the  repression  of  Bulgaria's  Turkish  minority.  In  late  October  he 
had  allegedly  stopped  off  in  Moscow  while  en  route  to  China  and 
secured  backing  from  the  Soviet  leadership  for  a  challenge  to  Zhivkov. 
On  November  3  about  4,000  people  had  taken  part  in  a  brief 
prodemocracy  demonstration  outside  the  National  Assembly  build¬ 
ing.  The  events  in  Bulgaria  had  partly  the  character  of  a  "palace  coup," 
in  which  popular  participation  was  much  less  than  in  the  other  coun¬ 
tries  of  eastern  Europe:  but  it  was  a  coup  whose  timing  and  direction 
was  decisively  influenced  by  the  domino  effect  of  events  elsewhere, 
and  by  the  strong  sense  in  Bulgaria  that  it  is  a  country  whose  fate  is 
inextricably  linked  with  that  of  the  Soviet  Union. 


Czechoslovakia 

The  "velvet  revolution"  in  Czechoslovakia  in  November-December 
1989  was  a  remarkable  demonstration  of  "people  power."  Everything 
happened  with  extraordinary  speed,  beginning  just  over  a  week  after 
the  breaching  of  the  Berlin  Wall.  On  November  17,  the  anniversary  of 
a  Nazi  assault  on  Czech  students,  Czech  police  attacked  demonstra¬ 
tors  in  Prague,  and  it  was  even  for  a  time  believed  that  one  student 
had  been  killed.  On  November  19  Civic  Forum  was  formed,  linking 
together  various  Czech  opposition  groups.  Mass  demonstrations  and 
strikes  followed,  leading  to  a  two-hour  general  strike  on  November 
27.  On  December  3  President  Husak  swore  in  a  new  federal  govern¬ 
ment,  and  on  December  9  he  announced  his  resignation.  On  December 
29  Vaclav  Havel  was  elected  President  by  unanimous  vote  of  the 
Federal  Assembly,  becoming  the  first  noncommunist  head  of  state 
since  1948. 

Of  course,  the  "velvet  revolution"  was  not  quite  as  sudden  as  this 
account  suggests,  nor  was  it  quite  as  simple.  The  ground  had  been 
prepared  for  many  years.  Three  key  features  of  the  Czechoslovak 
revolution  merit  special  attention. 
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First,  although  the  country  had  been  the  object  of  invasion  by  the 
armies  of  five  Warsaw  Pact  states  in  1968,  there  had  never  been  any 
question  of  armed  resistance.  An  initially  strong  movement  of  demon¬ 
strations  and  noncooperation  in  1968  had  yielded,  in  1969,  to  a  greater 
degree  of  acquiescence.  Even  exiles  from  Czechoslovakia — who  in 
past  occupations  of  their  country  had  often  taken  up  arms — did  not  do 
so  in  this  case.  Josef  Svorecky  commented:  "From  the  1988  exile  wave, 
the  martial  element  was  totally  absent.  Nobody  expected  a  war  of 
liberation  any  longer.  The  atomic  bomb  became  a  guarantor  of  peace 
and  of  the  survival  of  tyranny."41 

Second,  international  legal  standards  were  important.  The  oppo¬ 
sition  movement  Charter  77  was  conceived  on  the  day — November 
11,  1976 — of  the  publication  of  an  official  ordinance  confirming 
Czechoslovakia  's  ratification  of  the  two  1966  United  Nations  cov¬ 
enants  on  human  rights.42  Over  a  decade  later,  the  concluding  docu¬ 
ment  of  the  Vienna  meeting  of  the  Conference  on  Security  and 
Cooperation  in  Europe,  issued  on  January  17, 1989,  also  had  an  influ¬ 
ence.43  The  standards  proclaimed  in  the  Vienna  document,  and  the 
statements  in  support  of  them  by  participants  at  the  Vienna  meeting 
including  U.S.  Secretary  of  State  George  Shultz,  appear  to  have  inhib¬ 
ited  the  Czech  riot  police  from  continuing  to  attack  demonstrators  in 
Prague  who  were  commemorating  the  twentieth  anniversary  of  the 
protest  suicide  of  Jan  Palach.  On  January  18,  some  5,000  people  dem¬ 
onstrated  without  interference — a  serious  sign  that  the  regime  was 
losing  control. 

Third,  the  velvet  revolution  could  happen  because  people  sensed 
that  it  was  safe,  and  that  they  were  acting  at  the  right  time.  One  year 
earlier  had  not  been  the  right  time.  In  early  1988  Vaclav  Havel,  inter¬ 
viewed  by  a  British  journalist,  had  said:  "I  am  not  pessimistic  .  .  . 
Society  is  waiting.  If  developments  go  in  the  right  direction  people 
will  know  very  well  what  to  do."44  Later  that  year,  former  party 
secretary  Alexander  Dubcek,  in  his  first  speech  in  the  West,  said  in 
Bologna  that  in  Czechoslovakia  "every  form  of  dialogue  is  practically 
impossible."45  These  remarks  highlight  the  importance  of  looking  at 
the  overall  political  context  when  attempting  to  evaluate  the  eastern 
European  revolutions  of  1989.  Yet  the  demonstrations  were  not  just  a 
response  to  events:  they  were  also  a  cause.  Without  the  mass  demon¬ 
strations,  the  strikes,  and  the  evidence  of  growing  defections  from  the 
ranks  of  the  regime's  usual  supporters,  it  is  scarcely  imaginable  that 
Communist  party  leaders  accustomed  to  a  monopoly  of  power  would 
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have  abdicated;  and  without  the  impressive  nonviolent  discipline  of 
the  demonstrations,  it  is  probable  that  the  party  leadership  would 
have  found  a  pretext  for  violent  repression. 

There  have  been  suggestions  that  what  happened  in  Prague  on  the 
night  of  November  17, 1989,  was  more  complex  than  appeared  at  the 
time.  In  May  1990  a  parliamentary  committee  investigating  the  events 
of  November  17  released  its  report  suggesting  close  involvement  by 
the  Soviet  KGB.  The  general  picture  that  emerged  was  of  a  staged 
police  "outrage"  on  November  17,  in  which  the  police  used  brutal 
violence  and  spread  rumors  of  the  death  of  a  demonstrator — all  with 
the  aim  of  creating  conditions  in  which  the  existing  leadership  of  the 
Czechoslovak  Communist  Party  would  be  forced  to  make  way  for  a 
more  durable  replacement.46  There  have  also  been  various  suggestions 
as  to  the  identity  of  the  Soviet  Union's  favored  candidate  for  the 
leadership  of  party  and  country:  including  the  name  of  Zdenek 
Mlynar,  a  former  Politburo  colleague  of  Dubcek  (and  fellow  student 
with  Gorbachev)  who  had  been  living  in  the  West.  Whatever  the  truth 
of  such  reports,  the  leadership  of  Civic  Forum,  and  the  mass  demon¬ 
strations  throughout  the  country,  ensured  that  what  may  have  been 
planned  as  a  palace  coup  from  above  ended  as  a  genuine  revolution 
from  below. 


Romania 

The  revolution,  if  such  it  was,  in  Romania  in  December  1989  presents 
the  most  tangled  picture  of  all,  and  the  one  on  which  judgements 
should  be  most  cautious.  It  is  a  classic  illustration  of  the  complexity  of 
the  situations  in  which  nonviolent  action  operates.  The  changes  in 
Romania  were  apparently  triggered  by  the  peaceful  protest  at 
Timisoara  on  December  19  against  the  government's  efforts  to  exile  an 
ethnic  Hungarian  protestant  pastor:  this  protest  was  brutally  sup¬ 
pressed  in  a  slaughter  that  was  believed  at  the  time  to  number  thou¬ 
sands.47  Many  observers  thought  this  slaughter  would  stop  the 
protests.48  Yet  it  did  not  do  so.  For  a  few  days,  this  seemed  to  be  a 
classic  case  of  nonviolent  action  facing  up  to  and  openly  challenging 
violent  repression. 

In  Bucharest  two  days  later,  in  a  situation  that  plainly  could  have 
become  a  bloodbath,  crowds  shouting  "Down  with  Ceausescu!" 
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caused  the  Romanian  dictator  to  panic,  visibly,  and  in  sight  of  the 
television  cameras.  The  crowd  then  openly  challenged  army  tanks 
sent  in  to  restore  order.  The  next  day,  December  22,  it  was  apparent 
that  the  army  was  changing  sides.  The  crowd  was,  understandably, 
delighted  to  have  the  army  as  an  ally,  and  the  shout  went  up  "The 
army  is  with  us!"  In  the  ensuing  days  the  people  who  had  been 
demonstrating  were  pleased  to  have  the  army  with  them  when  it  came 
to  dealing  with  desperate  and  ruthless  sharpshooters,  who  were  re¬ 
portedly  from  Ceausescu's  hated  Securitate  forces.  There  was  no  doc¬ 
trinal  or  ideological  objection  to  the  use  of  armed  force  once  it  was 
perceived  to  be  in  a  just  cause.  The  problem  being  faced — murderous 
sharp-shooting  by  desperate  individuals — was  one  with  which  civil 
resistance  was  ill-equipped  to  cope.  The  killing  of  the  Ceausescus  on 
December  25,  1989,  was  the  only  occasion  in  the  eastern  European 
revolutions  when  former  leaders  were  summarily  tried  and  ex¬ 
ecuted.49 

The  Romanian  revolution's  reliance  on  allies  in  the  army  and  in 
the  newly-formed  National  Salvation  Front  left  a  lasting  and  well- 
founded  legacy  of  concern.  It  was  concern,  firstly,  that  the  open  use  of 
violence  by  both  sides  in  December  1989  and  January  1990  had  con¬ 
tributed  to  a  mood  of  bitterness  and  willingness  to  resort  to  violence, 
which  would  continue  to  haunt  Romanian  politics;  secondly,  that  the 
transfer  away  from  communist  power  was  much  less  complete  than  in 
other  eastern  European  countries;  and  thirdly,  that  the  transition  had 
failed  to  get  beyond  that  stage  of  planned  liberalization  which  might 
have  been  planned  with  Moscow's  consent. 

A  major  controversy  about  the  authenticity  of  the  Romanian  revo¬ 
lution  broke  out  in  1990  and  has  not  subsided.  A  main  focus  of  the 
controversy  was  an  interview  with  the  former  communist  dissident 
Silviu  Brucan  and  the  former  defense  minister  Nicolae  Militaru,  pub¬ 
lished  in  Adevarul  (Truth),  the  main  official  newspaper  in  Bucharest, 
in  August  1990.  Both  of  them  had  been  prominent  in  the  National 
Salvation  Front  when  it  seized  power  in  December  1989,  but  were  later 
sidelined  by  President  Iliescu,  whom  they  said  had  shown  no  interest 
in  actually  changing  the  communist  political  system.  They  said  they 
had  participated  in  a  coup  plot,  prepared  long  in  advance,  that  sealed 
Ceausescu's  fate.  It  involved  army  units,  many  generals,  and  a  section 
of  Ceausescu's  Securitate  secret  police.  They  said  it  was  untrue  that  the 
army,  as  popularly  believed,  had  suddenly  taken  the  side  of  the 
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people  in  a  revolution.  This  version  of  events  challenged  that  which 
had  been  put  out  by  the  National  Salvation  Front,  which  claimed  to 
have  led  a  popular  revolution  that  had  started  in  Timisoara.50 

Whatever  the  truth  of  the  various  claims  and  counterclaims,  it 
seems  clear  from  the  record  that  President  Ceausescu  fatally  lost  his 
nerve  when  confronted  on  December  21  by  an  unarmed  but  rebellious 
crowd;  and  that  some  of  the  violence  of  the  events  in  Romania  in 
subsequent  days  can  be  attributed  to  the  fact  that  the  Ceausescu 
regime,  being  more  nationalistic  and  independent  of  the  Soviet  Union 
than  most  others  in  eastern  Europe  were  at  the  time,  could  not  be 
restrained  from  using  extreme  violence  by  Moscow  to  anything  like 
the  same  degree  as  the  regimes  in  East  Germany  or  Czechoslovakia. 


The  Baltic  States 

In  September  1991  the  three  Baltic  states  of  Estonia,  Latvia,  and 
Lithuania  were  admitted  to  membership  in  the  United  Nations.  For 
the  first  time  since  their  formal  incorporation  into  the  Soviet  Union  in 
August  1940,  they  were  accepted  as  independent  states — even  by  the 
authorities  in  Moscow.  This  change  was  achieved  through  an  interest¬ 
ing  mixture  of  slow  institutional  change,  popular  civil  resistance,  and 
some  reliance  on  military  units.  The  fact  that  these  republics  had  only 
been  communist  for  fifty  years  helped  them,  as  it  helped  others  in 
eastern  Europe,  to  move  back  towards  older  forms  of  social,  political, 
and  economic  organization.  On  the  other  hand,  these  republics  had 
faced  many  difficulties  in  their  path  to  independence,  including  some 
assaults  by  the  Soviet  military,  and  fears  of  more.  In  addition,  in  all 
three  Baltic  republics  there  was  a  problem  of  minorities  (especially  the 
Russians  in  Latvia)  who  were  nervous  about  the  consequences  of 
independence. 

There  had  been  many  stirrings  of  opinion  in  the  Baltic  republics  in 
preceding  decades — especially  following  the  1975  Flelsinki  Final  Act. 
From  early  in  the  Gorbachev  era,  there  were  growing  signs  of  national 
self-assertion.  In  1988,  in  each  of  the  three  republics,  an  old  guard 
party  chief  was  kicked  out,  the  use  of  the  national  flag  was  legalized, 
and  crucial  moves  were  taken  towards  genuine  multiparty  democ¬ 
racy.  Even  before  the  dramatic  events  in  eastern  Europe  in  the  last 
months  of  1989,  a  new  relationship  between  the  republics  and  Mos¬ 
cow  was  emerging,  with  much  increased  scope  for  economic  and 
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political  autonomy.  A  conspicuous  proof  of  the  growth  of  a  more 
vocal  public  opinion  was  the  Baltic  Chain,  organized  by  the  three 
popular  fronts  in  the  three  Baltic  republics  on  August  23,  1989:  be¬ 
tween  one  and  two  million  people  peacefully  joined  hands  and  called 
for  "the  peaceful  restoration  of  our  statehood."51  On  the  same  day  the 
Central  Committee  of  the  Soviet  Communist  Party  passed  a  threaten¬ 
ing  resolution  "On  the  situation  in  the  Republics  of  the  Soviet  Baltic": 

Things  have  gone  far.  A  serious  danger  threatens  the  fate  of 
the  Baltic  nations.  People  must  know  toward  what  kind  of 
abyss  nationalist  leaders  are  pushing  them.  If  they  succeed  in 
achieving  their  goals,  the  consequences  could  be  catastrophic 
for  their  peoples.  Their  very  viability  could  be  called  into 
question.52 

Despite  this  and  other  threats,  in  September  1989  the  Lithuanian 
Supreme  Soviet  declared  the  1940  annexation  by  the  USSR  illegal;  and 
a  similar  declaration  was  made  by  the  Estonian  Supreme  Soviet  in 
November.53  As  the  revolutions  of  1989  progressed  in  eastern  Europe, 
they  inevitably  found  reflections  in  the  Baltic  republics — including 
within  the  Communist  party  there.  Thus  for  example  on  November 
16,  1989,  Lithuanian  communists,  in  talks  in  Moscow,  persisted  in 
their  stated  intention  to  form  their  own  party.54 

Decisive  steps  regarding  independence  came  in  1990.  On  March 
11  the  Lithuanian  authorities  declared  independence:  the  first  Baltic 
republic  to  do  so.  Thus  they  overtook  Estonia,  which  up  to  then  had 
been  ahead  in  most  other  moves  towards  national  self-assertion.  On 
March  30, 1990,  Estonia  made  initial  moves  towards  an  independence 
resolution,  but  did  not  actually  declare  independence.  At  the  time, 
Gorbachev  was  set  on  reversing  these  moves,  especially  Lithuania's 
declaration.  Ultimatums  were  sent,  troops  were  deployed,  and  tanks 
rolled  on  the  streets  of  Vilnius.55  Foreign  governments,  especially  that 
of  the  United  States,  warned  the  Soviet  Union  against  a  clamp-down 
on  Lithuania.56  There  was  no  certainty  that  the  Soviet  Union  would 
not  use  major  force  against  these  internal  defections,  which  raised 
very  acute  problems  for  the  Soviet  leaders,  especially  because  of  their 
effects  in  other  republics.  Change,  at  least  in  the  form  of  a  reassertion 
of  statehood,  looked  as  if  it  might  be  a  great  deal  harder  to  achieve 
within  the  USSR  in  1990  and  1991  than  it  was  in  eastern  Europe  in 
1989. 
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Especially  in  the  months  after  March  1990,  there  were  numerous 
incidents  in  all  the  Baltic  republics  of  the  threat,  or  use,  of  armed  force 
to  prevent  independence.  In  Lithuania,  15  civilians  were  killed  on 
January  13,  1991,  when  Soviet  troops  smashed  into  the  TV  center. 
After  this  outrage,  responsibility  for  which  was  unclear,  Russian 
President  Boris  Yeltsin  visited  Vilnius  and  called  on  Soviet  troops  to 
disobey  illegal  orders.  Within  the  Baltic  republics,  the  response  to 
such  assaults  was  a  mixture  of  constitutionalism,  peaceful  propa¬ 
ganda,  appeal  to  the  international  community,  preparedness  to  nego¬ 
tiate,  civil  resistance,  local  desertions  from  the  Red  Army,  and 
organization  of  armed  force  through  locally  raised  units. 

How  central  was  civil  resistance  in  the  achievement  of  change  in 
the  Baltic  republics?  The  campaigns  there  were  overwhelmingly 
peaceful,  legal,  and  political  in  character.  As  such,  they  managed  to 
minimize,  though  not  wholly  prevent,  the  antagonizing  of  the  na¬ 
tional  minorities  on  their  soil.  In  many  ways  the  pattern  was  similar 
to  that  in  the  eastern  European  countries,  but  there  was  one  substan¬ 
tial  difference:  in  the  Baltic  republics  there  was,  naturally,  a  much 
stronger  sense  of  external  threat,  including  a  well-founded  fear  that 
Soviet  military  units  (either  those  already  stationed  there  or  new  ones 
from  outside)  would  intervene  massively.  Lithuania,  which  faced 
such  threats  most  directly,  partly  because  by  March  1990  it  had  put 
itself  at  the  forefront  of  the  independence  drive,  was  also  the  subject 
of  a  three-month  economic  blockade  in  1990.  As  one  part  of  its  re¬ 
sponse  to  the  threats,  the  Lithuanian  authorities  developed  a  policy 
that  was  a  remarkable  combination  of  civil  resistance  and  other  forms 
of  action.  On  February  28,  1991,  the  Supreme  Council  adopted  a 
resolution  that  said  in  part: 

Given  that  the  USSR  is  continuing  to  implement  aggressive 
actions  directed  against  the  Republic  of  Lithuania  and  that  the 
possibility  of  active  occupation  remains,  the  Supreme  Council 
of  the  Republic  of  Lithuania  .  .  .  resolves: 

1.  To  consider  illegal  all  governing  structures  created  in 
Lithuania  by  the  USSR  or  its  collaborators,  and  invalid  all 
laws,  decrees  or  other  acts,  court  decisions  and  adminis¬ 
trative  orders  issued  by  them  and  directed  at  Lithuania. 

2.  All  government  institutions  of  the  Republic  of  Lithuania 


Civil  Resistance  in  the  East  European  and  Soviet  Revolutions 


29 


and  their  officials  are  obligated  not  to  cooperate  with  the 
occupying  forces  and  the  individuals  who  serve  their 
regime. 

3.  In  the  event  a  regime  of  active  occupation  is  introduced, 
citizens  of  the  Republic  of  Lithuania  are  asked  to  adhere 
to  principles  of  disobedience,  non-violent  resistance,  and 
political  and  social  non-cooperation  as  the  primary  means 
of  struggle  for  independence. 

4.  Citizens  of  the  Republic  of  Lithuania  have  the  right  by  all 
available  methods  and  means  to  defend  themselves,  oth¬ 
ers  and  the  property  of  Lithuania  from  violent  and  other 
actions  of  the  illegal  occupying  regime.  .  .  ,57 

This  resolution  is  an  interesting  example  of  how  reliance  on  non¬ 
violent  methods  assumed  a  form  that  did  not  apparently  renounce  all 
possible  uses  of  violence.  Note  the  reference  to  nonviolent  methods 
being  the  primary  means  of  struggle,  and  the  careful  maintenance  of 
the  right  to  use  all  available  methods.  In  mid-1990,  indeed,  the 
Lithuanian  government  began  the  formation  of  an  armed  national 
militia,  which  was  assigned  such  tasks  as  defending  government 
buildings. 

The  struggle  for  the  independence  of  the  Baltic  states  was  pursued 
very  skillfully,  largely  by  political  means  and  peaceful  struggle,  taking 
advantage  of  the  divisions  and  doubts  within  the  Soviet  Union  that 
made  any  attempt  at  full  reassertion  of  Soviet  control  unlikely.  Diplo¬ 
matic  support  of  powerful  countries,  including  the  United  States,  was 
sought  and  obtained.  Eventually,  it  was  the  failure  of  the  August  19, 
1991  coup  in  Moscow  that  gave  the  green  light  to  Baltic  independence. 
It  was  on  August  20  that  Estonia  finally  declared  its  full  independence, 
and  on  August  21  that  Latvia  did  so.  Thus  from  the  first  to  the  last,  the 
struggle  in  the  Baltic  states  for  independence  had  been  part  of  a  larger 
struggle  for  the  transformation  of  the  Soviet  Union. 


The  Failed  Soviet  Coup 

On  Monday,  August  19,  1991,  a  coup  d'etat  was  carried  out  in  the 
Soviet  Union  of  a  kind  that  had  been  feared  at  many  stages  in  the 
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period  of  Gorbachev's  rule.  While  Gorbachev  was  held  in  isolation  in 
his  summer  retreat  in  the  Crimea,  an  eight-man  State  Emergency 
Committee  headed  by  Soviet  Vice-President  Gennady  Yanayev  seized 
power.  The  proclamation  issued  by  the  coup  leaders  was  more  an 
appeal  for  order  than  for  a  return  to  full-blooded  socialism;  and  the 
actions  of  the  coup  leaders,  perhaps  hamstrung  by  institutional  resis¬ 
tance,  appeared  to  lack  decisiveness. 

Opposition  began  almost  immediately.  The  coup  leaders  failed  to 
arrest  Russian  President  Boris  Yeltsin,  who  already  on  Monday  called 
for  a  general  strike,  and  himself  took  a  leading  part  in  opposing  the 
coup,  encouraging  citizens  to  come  to  defend  the  Russian  Federation 
parliament  building.  The  general  strike  did  not  materialize;  the  Com¬ 
munist  party  acquiesced  in  the  seizure  of  power;  and  there  was  little 
overt  military  counter-pressure.  Yet  a  powerful  movement  against  the 
coup  emerged  very  rapidly.  There  was  unrest  and  disobedience 
among  the  public  and  within  some  branches  of  the  government  and 
armed  forces.  On  August  20,  resistance  became  widespread.  In 
Leningrad,  100,000  people  filled  the  square  outside  the  Winter  Palace. 
In  Moscow,  when  tanks  crunched  into  the  barricades  around  the 
parliament  building,  three  demonstrators  were  killed.  In  many  of  the 
republics,  the  leadership  came  out  against  the  coup — the  Ukraine 
doing  so  on  August  20  after  hesitating  for  24  hours.  President 
Nazarbayev  of  Kazakhstan  declared  the  actions  of  the  emergency 
committee  illegal.  The  Estonian  and  Latvian  parliaments  declared  the 
independence  of  their  countries  on  August  20  and  21,  and  in  Riga,  the 
Latvian  capital,  several  were  injured  at  midday  on  August  21  when 
troops  used  tear  gas  and  rifle  butts  against  crowds  defending  the 
parliament.  By  the  evening  of  Wednesday,  August  21  the  coup  had 
collapsed. 

These  events  were  of  great  historical  importance.  The  failure  of 
the  coup  d'etat  greatly  reduced,  though  it  could  never  entirely  elimi¬ 
nate,  the  fear  that  conservative  forces  could  turn  the  clock  back  in  the 
Soviet  Union.  The  supine  performance  of  the  CPSU  discredited  it, 
leading  to  its  virtual  elimination  as  a  significant  force  in  the  country. 
The  evidence  of  resistance  to  the  coup  within  the  KGB,  the  army,  and 
other  bodies  confirmed  the  emergence  of  a  civil  society  in  which 
commitment  to  values  and  institutions  came  before  automatic  obedi¬ 
ence  to  orders.  The  republics  became  bolder  in  their  pursuit  of  inde¬ 
pendence,  and  the  old  Soviet  Union,  along  with  its  Communist  party, 
virtually  ceased  to  exist. 
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Civil  resistance  played  a  key  part  in  the  defeat  of  the  coup,  just  as 
it  had  of  many  other  coups  in  this  century.  The  appeals  to  the  troops 
to  disobey  those  who  had  seized  power,  the  institutional  resistance, 
the  demonstrations  and  sporadic  strikes — all  these  showed  the  power 
of  noncooperation  against  an  attempted  coup.  However,  the  resis¬ 
tance  was  by  no  means  unambiguously  nonviolent:  witness  the  mak¬ 
ing  of  Molotov  cocktails,  the  support  of  a  few  friendly  tanks  and  army 
units,  and  the  wearing  of  an  odd  assortment  of  military  and  paramili¬ 
tary  uniforms  by  the  demonstrators  in  Moscow.  On  August  20  Presi¬ 
dent  Yeltsin  issued  a  decree,  naturally  contested  by  the  coup  leaders, 
assuming  control  of  all  Soviet  armed  forces  in  his  republic.  The  sense 
that  the  country  was  on  the  edge  of  civil  war  was  reflected  in  many 
statements  at  the  time,  and  may  have  contributed  to  the  eventual 
collapse  of  the  coup. 


General  Issues 

The  events  of  1989-91  in  eastern  Europe  and  the  Soviet  Union  prompt 
reflection  on  a  number  of  general  issues.  There  can  be  no  pretense  that 
civil  resistance  alone  and  in  splendid  isolation  brought  about  the 
dramatic  changes.  Too  many  people  have  tried  to  rush  in  to  try  to 
claim  credit  for  events  that  had  multiple  and  complex  causes. 

The  best  overall  explanation  of  the  process  is  probably  to  be  found 
in  words  attributed  to  Napoleon:  "All  Empires  die  of  indigestion."  Or 
else  in  Macaulay's  judgement:  "The  reluctant  obedience  of  distant 
provinces  generally  costs  more  than  it  is  worth."58  The  overall  pattern 
of  events  in  international  relations  since  1945  suggests  that  fission  is 
an  even  more  dominant  pattern  than  fusion.  The  two  Yemens  and  the 
two  Germanies  may  have  united  in  1990,  but  the  great  European 
empires,  the  Soviet  empire  in  Europe,  and  now  even  the  Soviet  inter¬ 
nal  empire,  have  crumbled.  Even  though,  like  all  great 
decolonizations,  these  changes  will  lead  to  great  instability,  the  Soviet 
empire  is  not  likely  to  be  widely  lamented. 

Much  of  this  transformation  has  been  due  to  a  great  sea  change  in 
political  and  social  thinking,  and  not  just  to  one  technique  of  resis¬ 
tance.  In  particular,  the  bankruptcy  of  communism,  and  the  notable 
weakness  of  the  surviving  husks  of  communist  institutions,  presented 
an  unusual  target  of  opportunity.  Significantly,  in  China,  where  eco¬ 
nomic  reforms  had  been  more  successful  than  elsewhere  in  the  com- 
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munist  world,  and  where  there  is  no  strong  tradition  of  multiparty 
democracy,  the  regime  could  survive  in  a  way  that  proved  impossible 
elsewhere. 

The  great  change  in  the  climate  of  ideas  in  the  1980s  included  a 
shift  toward  multiparty  liberal  democracy.  This  was  evident  from 
events  of  the  1970s  and  1980s  not  only  in  the  Soviet  Union  and  eastern 
Europe,  but  also  in  Spain,  Portugal,  the  Philippines,  many  Latin 
American  countries,  and  also  some  African  countries.  Constitutional 
democracy,  with  all  its  limitations,  is  perhaps  the  greatest  alternative 
to  political  violence  as  a  means  of  settling  conflicts.  The  revival  of 
liberal  democracy  acquires  deeper  significance  in  light  of  the  Kantian 
notion  that  war  between  practicing  democracies  is  unlikely — a  notion 
that  has  not  yet  been  decisively  falsified,  even  if  it  is  much  less  than 
an  absolute  guarantee. 

Yet  even  if  it  was  simply  one  instrument  in  a  larger  process  of 
change,  civil  resistance  did  have  a  central  role  in  the  great  transforma¬ 
tions  of  1989-91.  There  is  a  need  to  analyze  that  role  undogmatically. 
Can  one  draw  any  general  conclusions  about  the  place  of  civil  resis¬ 
tance  in  international  relations?  A  few  preliminary  attempts  follow. 

1.  As  in  earlier  decolonization  struggles,  civil  resistance  is  most 
likely  to  be  effective  when  there  is  internal  conflict  in  the  adversary's 
camp  about  the  desirability  and  possibility  of  maintaining  an  existing 
system.  If  a  system  has  lost  its  inner  belief  and  external  dynamism,  as 
Soviet-style  socialism  had  done  by  the  late  1980s  (due  partly  to  earlier 
episodes  of  civil  resistance),  it  makes  a  relatively  easy  target. 

2.  Even  if  the  immediate  adversary  was  considered  incorrigible 
and  brutal — as  Honecker  was  in  East  Germany — it  was  very  impor¬ 
tant  to  those  engaging  in  resistance  to  have  some  sense  that  higher 
authorities  (in  this  case,  Gorbachev)  were  on  their  side. 

This  is  similar  to  the  U.S.  civil  rights  movement's  sense,  from  the 
Montgomery  bus  boycott  onwards,  that  even  if  state  forces  were 
against  them,  federal  ones  were  not. 

3.  The  existence  of  international  agreements  and  even  of  some 
shared  values — exemplified  in  the  1966  UN  human  rights  accords,  the 
1975  Helsinki  Final  Act,  and  the  1989  Vienna  follow-up  document  of 
the  Conference  on  Security  and  Cooperation  in  Europe — played  a  part 
in  facilitating  transition,  both  by  stressing  the  importance  of  human 
rights,  and  by  helping  to  establish  a  framework  of  general  security 
and  confidence  that  made  major  change  in  eastern  Europe  and  the 
Soviet  Union  seem  thinkable. 
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4.  The  presence  of  free  and  defended  countries  in  the  West  was 
crucial  to  much  of  the  change.  This  was  not  only  because  these  were 
remarkable  cases  of  revolutions  in  favor  of  actually  existing  types  of 
political  systems  as  found  in  the  West,  but  also  because  the  firmness 
of  Western  countries  in  resisting  eastern  pressure  over  decades  con¬ 
tributed  to  the  loss  of  dynamism  of  communist  systems.  Furthermore, 
Western  firmness  over  many  crises — as  for  example  over  Poland  after 
1981  and  Lithuania  in  1990 — may  have  helped  to  induce  Soviet  re¬ 
straint  in  the  handling  of  civil  resistance. 

President  Havel  of  the  Czech  and  Slovak  Federal  Republic,  in  his 
address  to  the  NATO  Council  on  March  21,  1991,  paid  tribute  to  the 
work  of  the  alliance:  "I  am  happy  to  have  this  opportunity  to  tell  from 
this  rostrum  today  the  truth:  the  North  Atlantic  Alliance  has  been,  and 
remains — pursuant  to  the  will  of  democratically  elected  governments 
of  its  member  countries — a  thoroughly  democratic  defensive  commu¬ 
nity  which  has  made  a  substantial  contribution  to  the  facts  that  this 
continent  has  not  experienced  any  war  suffering  for  nearly  half  a 
century  and  that  a  great  part  thereof  has  been  saved  from  totalitarian¬ 
ism/'59 

In  the  case  of  East  Germany,  the  presence  of  a  free  country  next 
door  was  especially  crucial  to  the  process  of  change.  The  availability 
of  West  German  television  in  East  Germany  influenced  attitudes  over 
a  long  period;  and  the  crisis  of  1989  was  precipitated  by  mass  emigra¬ 
tion  to  the  West,  compelling  a  reluctant  regime  to  initiate  change. 

5.  Television  played  a  key  role  in  the  events  of  1989-91.  It  made 
East  Germans  aware  of  the  flight  to  the  West,  Czech  and  Slovaks 
aware  of  what  was  happening  in  all  the  neighboring  countries  and  in 
their  midst,  and  Romanians  aware  that  Ceausescu  was  vulnerable: 
indeed,  much  of  the  Romanian  revolution  was  conducted  from  the 
television  studio  in  Bucharest.  Yet  before  concluding  that  these  were 
"television  revolutions,"  it  is  well  to  remember  that  sudden,  wide¬ 
spread  processes  of  infectious  political  change  are  not  unique  to  the 
late  twentieth  century.  It  was  well  over  a  century  ago  that  Jacob 
Burckhardt  wrote:  "But  when  the  time  is  ripe,  the  contagion  spreads 
with  electrical  speed  over  hundreds  of  miles  and  among  populations 
that  otherwise  are  hardly  conscious  of  one  another.  The  message  flies 
through  the  air  and  suddenly  everyone  is  in  agreement  on  the  one 
thing  that  matters,  even  if  it  is  only  a  vague  'Things  must  change!' 
Finally,  all  those  who  want  things  to  be  different  than  they  were  join 
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6.  There  can  be  a  " domino  effect"  with  revolution  by  civil  resis¬ 
tance,  just  as  there  can  with  other  forms  of  political  change.  Patterns 
of  political  organization  and  action  spread  rapidly  from  one  country 
to  another.  Even  isolated  Albania  was  not  immune:  mass  demonstra¬ 
tions  and  emigrations  contributed  to  dramatic  change  there  in  1990- 
91. 

7.  All  these  cases  of  civil  resistance  in  eastern  Europe  and  the 
Soviet  Union  cast  additional  doubt  on  the  already  questionable  view 
that  civil  resistance  is  the  complete  opposite  of  violence,  or  a  complete 
and  total  substitute  for  it.  Sometimes  some  kinds  and  degrees  of  use 
of  force  or  deterrence  may  be  necessary  and  even  desirable,  and  in  one 
way  or  another  may  contribute  to  the  conditions  in  which  civil  resis¬ 
tance  can  take  place.  The  actions  of  guerrillas  in  Afghanistan,  and  the 
defense  preparations  of  NATO  states,  may  all  have  helped  create 
conditions  for  civil  resistance  in  eastern  Europe  and  the  Soviet  Union. 

8.  There  is  also  a  need  to  rethink  the  traditional  and  crude  di¬ 
chotomy  of  collaboration  versus  resistance.  The  role  of  people  who 
worked  within  the  communist  system,  and  who  were  receptive  to 
proposals  for  change,  was  as  important  as  the  role  of  open  opponents 
of  communism.  This  was  most  conspicuously  the  case  in  Hungary  and 
Poland,  where  even  the  previously  tame  pseudo-independent  politi¬ 
cal  parties  began  to  acquire  a  life  of  their  own;  but  the  significance  of 
differing  opinions  and  interests  within  the  communist  establishments 
was  also  clear  in  greater  or  lesser  degree  in  all  of  what  must  now  be 
called  the  post-communist  countries. 

9.  These  cases  force  some  reflection  about  the  time  that  civil 
resistance  takes  to  have  an  effect.  Although  the  events  of  late  1989 
seemed  to  happen  with  stunning  rapidity,  they  were  the  culmination 
of  very  long  campaigns.  Czechoslovak  civil  resistance  to  Soviet  con¬ 
trol  was  effectively  crushed  in  1968  and  1969,  only  to  resurface  in  a 
minor  way  in  the  1970s,  and  much  more  massively  in  1989.  In  Poland, 
workers'  struggles  against  communist  rule  had  taken  place  since  at 
least  1956,  and  resulted  in  slow  but  significant  changes  in  society  and 
in  the  party;  at  times,  as  with  the  imposition  of  martial  law  in  1981, 
they  almost  seemed  to  be  defeated.  Yet  in  the  end  the  organization  and 
the  methods  of  struggle  developed  by  Solidarity  and  its  forbears  were 
crucial  to  change  in  Poland  in  1989.  Sometimes,  after  decades  of  slow 
fermentation,  the  effects  of  widespread  civil  resistance  can  be  very 
quick:  most  strikingly  in  the  mere  three  days  that  it  took  to  defeat  the 
August  1991  Moscow  coup. 
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10.  Why,  in  a  particularly  highly  armed  region  of  the  most  highly 
armed  continent,  did  resistance  assume  a  nonviolent  form?  There  are 
several  explanations:  national  traditions  of  resistance  going  back  de¬ 
cades  and  even  centuries;  the  influence  of  churches;  ethical  rejection  of 
political  violence;  memories  of  wars  and  civil  wars,  leading  to  a  desire 
not  to  repeat  their  miseries;  and  a  sense  that  where  arms  are  numerous 
and  destructive,  there  are  many  inhibitions  against  their  use. 

In  many  cases,  civil  resistance  was  a  reaction  to  the  fact  of  the 
monopoly  of  power  being  in  the  hands  of  the  state,  and  to  the  expe¬ 
rience  of  overwhelming  force.  The  lesson  of  such  force,  as  used  for 
example  in  Hungary  in  1956  and  Czechoslovakia  in  1968,  coupled 
with  the  memory  of  Western  passivity,  compelled  opponents  of  com¬ 
munist  systems  to  resort  to  means  other  than  violence  to  achieve  their 
ends. 

Social  cohesion  can  be  an  important  prerequisite  for  civil  resis¬ 
tance,  some  forms  of  which  require  mass  popular  support  to  be  effec¬ 
tive.  In  some  socialist  states  there  was  a  high  degree  of  social  cohesion, 
even  if  it  was  founded  on  little  more  than  a  deep  dislike  of  the  regime. 
Where  social  cohesion  was  conspicuously  lacking,  as  in  most  parts  of 
Yugoslavia,  resistance  was  less  likely  to  assume  nonviolent  forms. 

One  additional  factor  contributed  to  the  nonviolent  character  of 
the  movements  against  communist  rule.  The  critics  of  Leninist  re¬ 
gimes  rightly  drew  a  specific  lesson  from  the  history  of  revolutionary 
violence.  As  Adam  Michnik  put  it  in  Poland,  those  who  start  storming 
Bastilles  end  up  building  their  own.  In  these  countries,  the  idea  of  the 
violent  revolutionary  elite,  which  still  has  some  appeal  in  other  parts 
of  the  world,  had  been  comprehensively  discredited. 

11.  Why  were  arms  not  used  more  extensively  against  civil  resist¬ 
ers?  One  obvious  reason  is  that  the  demonstrators,  thanks  to  their 
restraint,  discipline,  and  emphasis  on  legality,  could  not  easily  be 
viewed  as  a  security  threat;  so  they  gave  no  real  justification  for  the 
use  of  counter-force. 

There  have  been  many  indications  that  in  1989  Soviet  control  of 
the  Warsaw  Pact's  forces  may  have  played  some  part  in  ensuring  that 
more  force  was  not  used  against  demonstrators  in,  for  example.  East 
Germany,  and  perhaps  in  Prague  too  after  the  initial  curious  episode 
on  November  17.  Many  statements  by  Gorbachev  and  his  colleagues, 
especially  Eduard  Shevardnadze,  are  consistent  with  the  view  that  the 
existence  of  armaments,  including  nuclear  armaments,  can  induce  a 
certain  prudence  and  restraint  into  international  relations.  The  aware- 
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ness  that  the  use  of  armed  force  can  lead  to  unpredictable  conse¬ 
quences — an  awareness  which  nuclear  deterrence  has  served  to 
strengthen — does  seem  to  have  helped  create  circumstances  in  which 
civil  resistance  could  succeed.  Perhaps  there  is  a  relationship  of  sorts 
between  overarching,  overwhelming  capacity  for  force  on  the  one 
hand,  and  the  possibilities  for  civil  resistance  on  the  other. 

Where,  as  in  China  and  Romania,  there  were  Communist  regimes 
that  were  not  susceptible  to  the  restraint  which  was  evident  in  Mos¬ 
cow,  there  were  fewer  inhibitions  on  the  use  of  violence,  even  against 
peaceful  demonstrators.  In  Romania,  though  not  in  China,  the  use  of 
violence  was  notably  unsuccessful  even  in  the  short  term:  this  sug¬ 
gested  that  "Communists  still  in  power  may  face  a  choice  between 
yielding  power  gracefully  and  yielding  it  as  Ceausescu  did."61 

12.  The  use  of  civil  resistance  cannot  normally  be  expected,  on  its 
own,  to  force  troop  withdrawals.  That  is  something  which  was 
achieved  slowly  by  the  new  governments  in  eastern  Europe  in  1990- 
91,  in  a  phase  marked  by  cooperation  as  much  as  conflict,  and  as  part 
of  a  complex  process  of  international  agreement.  The  last  Soviet 
troops  left  Hungary  and  Czechoslovakia  in  the  first  half  of  1991. 

13.  What  do  the  events  of  1989-91  imply  for  the  role  of  civil 
resistance  in  defense?  The  conclusions  are  not  simple.  If  civil  resis¬ 
tance  is  a  form  of  defense,  it  is  sometimes  a  very  slow-acting  one. 
Being  local  rather  than  intercontinental  in  its  operation,  working  if  at 
all  by  gradual  osmosis  rather  than  chain  reaction,  necessitating  some¬ 
times  a  long  wait  for  the  right  moment  to  act,  and  relying  on  pressure, 
not  destruction,  it  presents  a  striking  contrast  to  the  power  repre¬ 
sented  by  nuclear  weapons. 

Societies  that  have  just  been  freed  from  long  years  of  externally 
induced  repression  generally  want  to  be  defended,  not  liberated,  in 
future:  there  are  no  signs  that  the  countries  emerging  from  the  former 
Soviet  empire  want  to  put  all  their  eggs  in  the  basket  of  civil  resistance. 
Further,  they  may  well  justify  the  maintenance  of  armed  forces  to  cope 
with  certain  rather  specialized  types  of  threat,  including  terrorist  as¬ 
sault. 

Those  leaders  who  contributed  to  major  change  by  civil  resistance 
have  not  subsequently,  since  in  power,  proposed  to  rely  on  civil 
resistance  against  all  threats.  In  1991,  President  Havel  carefully 
guarded  the  right  of  the  Czech  and  Slovak  Federal  Republic  to  join  in 
any  security  alliance;62  and  he  also  reiterated  his  support  for  "our  new 
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military  doctrine  based  on  the  principle  of  sufficient  capability  to 
defend  ourselves  against  potential  threats,  whichever  direction  they 
might  come  from."63  The  Lithuanian  government  went  some,  but  only 
some,  way  toward  general  reliance  on  civil  resistance  in  its  resolution 
of  February  28,  1991.  However,  in  general,  while  some  existing  mili¬ 
tary  mechanisms  were  thoroughly  discredited,  there  was  no  turn 
towards  complete  reliance  on  civil  resistance.  On  February  25,  1991, 
the  foreign  and  defense  ministers  of  the  Warsaw  Treaty  Organization, 
meeting  in  Budapest,  agreed  that  the  military  activities  of  this  discred¬ 
ited  alliance  would  cease  on  April  1, 1991.  However,  the  new  govern¬ 
ments  of  the  Warsaw  Pact  member  states  have  not  proposed 
wholesale  unilateral  military  disarmament.  They  were,  and  remain, 
anxious  to  maintain  a  multilateral  framework  for  security  policy, 
especially  in  view  of  their  obvious  and  legitimate  anxieties  about 
events  in  the  immediate  neighborhood  of  their  countries. 

14.  Even  if  they  do  not  turn  to  a  complete  reliance  on  this  tech¬ 
nique  of  struggle,  those  societies  that  have  helped  to  liberate  them¬ 
selves  by  civil  resistance  will  not  forget  the  experience,  and  in  future 
crises  may  have  to  re-enact  some  parts  of  it.  The  knowledge  that  they 
could  do  so  may  deter  potential  foreign  attackers,  including  conserva¬ 
tives  in  the  USSR.  As  Sir  Michael  Howard  said  in  the  1990  Alastair 
Buchan  Memorial  Lecture:  "His  [Gorbachev's]  military  advisers, 
whatever  their  professional  reservations,  must  know  that  returning 
Soviet  armies  would  not  find  a  single  friend  to  help  them,  either  to 
reconquer  these  countries  or  to  rule  them  afterwards."64 

15.  What  are  the  implications  of  the  effective  use  of  civil  resistance 
in  eastern  Europe  for  the  future  of  western  European  defense  arrange¬ 
ments,  whether  within  NATO  or  some  new  framework?  In  important 
respects,  NATO's  past  policies  can  be  seen  as  vindicated.  The 
alliance's  fundamentally  defensive  posture,  its  consistent  refusal  to 
engage  in  aggressive  roll-back,  and  its  emphasis  on  detente  as  well  as 
defense,  did  in  the  end  help  to  provide  some  of  the  conditions  for 
change  in  eastern  Europe.  On  the  other  hand,  those  in  NATO  member- 
states  who  viewed  the  Soviet  Union  as  a  very  successful  military 
power,  and  who  took  the  vast  production  of  military  hardware  as  a 
sign  of  strength,  may  have  been  guilty  of  underestimating  the  internal 
problems  of  the  Soviet  empire. 

As  to  the  future,  the  basis  of  much  Western  strategic  thinking  for 
40  years — that  in  face  of  a  militant  and  conventionally  superior  Soviet 
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Union  the  West  had  to  place  a  substantial  degree  of  reliance  on  the 
threat  of  possible  first  use  of  nuclear  weapons — is  obviously  outdated: 
the  Soviet  conventional  superiority  on  which  it  was  based  is  diminish¬ 
ing,  and  indeed  the  whole  basis  of  threat  perception  is  altered.  West¬ 
ern  strategic  thinking  is  having  to  change  in  many  different  ways  and 
on  many  different  levels:  in  so  doing  it  ought  to  take  some  account  of 
the  experiences  of  1989-91.  The  process  of  rethinking  could  lead  to 
some  increased  awareness  of  civil  resistance,  at  least  as  a  special 
option  for  special  circumstances. 

16.  For  too  long,  too  many  in  the  international  community  have 
seen  armed  liberation  movements  as  the  principal  or  only  means  by 
which  entrenched  and  armed  adversaries  can  be  effectively  coun¬ 
tered.  In  their  different  ways.  Presidents  Brezhnev  and  Reagan  ap¬ 
peared  to  subscribe  to  some  such  view,  as  did  countless  UN 
resolutions.  Had  there  been  armed  national  liberation  movements  in 
eastern  Europe,  pursuing  what  they  saw  as  a  just  cause  by  violent 
means,  who  can  say  what  kind  of  disaster  might  not  have  ensued? 
After  the  events  of  1989-91,  which  produced  vast  historical  change 
with  astonishingly  little  bloodshed,  the  international  community 
needs  to  devote  more  attention  to  thinking  about  the  means  that  are 
used  in  conflicts,  and  can  no  longer  assume  that  violent  means  are 
necessarily  and  in  all  cases  the  only  ones. 

17.  Is  there  a  natural  connection  between  civil  resistance  on  the 
one  hand,  and  liberal  democracy  on  the  other?  The  events  of  1989-91 
powerfully  reinforce  the  idea  that  the  technique  of  civil  resistance — 
which  puts  a  premium  on  tolerance,  persuasion,  and  the  forging  of 
coalitions — does  tend  to  be  used  more  in  support  of  the  goal  of  con¬ 
stitutional  multiparty  democracy  than  in  other  more  dictatorial 
causes,  and  is  compatible  with  achieving  such  a  goal.  Without  doubt 
there  will  be  great  problems  in  introducing  (or  re-introducing)  multi¬ 
party  systems  into  societies  with  little  experience  of  such  systems,  or 
that  are  deeply  divided  along  ethnic,  regional,  or  class  lines.  Yet  the 
lesson  of  1989-91  is  clear:  that  democracy  may  be  obtained  and  de¬ 
fended  as  much  by  civil  resistance  as  by  other  means. 
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